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3ABSTRACT
This is a collection of creative non-fiction essays. They are triggered by events and 
persons from my life's experiences, but I hope they shed light on experiences I share 
with others: coming of age, mothering, probing relationships with nature, 
understanding and misunderstanding strangers and friends. The Anglo-Saxons believed 
that to see something was to cast a shaping light upon it, rather than passively 
accepting what "is." I like that, and it follows, for me, that writing is an active kind of 
seeing that casts itself in stone here and there like children playing "statues." The whole 
thing is moving and changing, of course, and can't really be seen. But trying to see it is 
my idea of what we are here for.
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THE SHAPE OF AN EGG1
Oh, who that ever lived and loved 
Can look upon an egg unmoved?
—Clarence Day, The Chicken Book
Early morning in McGrath, Alaska. The sun has been up for hours, but I have only just 
unentangled myself from the sleep-smelling warmth of my husband and daughter. I am 
looking for coffee and a book. The water on, I head for the big chair and crawl into it.
I am looking for the place in this book I left days ago, as I hear a thump on the floor of 
the next room and the quick pad of feet. Vestigial peevishness flashes through me, but 
is gone even before the face of my three-year-old daughter appears in the door. She 
smiles a closed lip smile at me from under her brow, her head bent forward, her chin 
squeezed back against her chest. This is a very old game with us.
" Youuu," I say, and the teasing lips open in a grin as she hurries over to climb 
in my lap. As she does this she doesn't look at me, in the manner of someone shy who 
has been surprised. I fold her into my bare, crossed legs, little sleeper body with her 
knees folded up against her chest and my spread hands circling her shoulders. I brush 
my nose and lips across the top of her head for just a moment—not too long, because 
life is layered instead of long, and because I am already more nest than womb. I lean 
my head back against the chair and let her fall asleep again, still safe in the shape she
‘This essay first appeared in The Georgia Review 48 (1994): 643-655.
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was made in.
When Jim gets up to rescue the boiling water into coffee, he smiles at us. I 
believe men have knowledge, if it be knowledge, of egg cup, womb, "life poured out 
for you." The Buddhists say the empty bowl is the only bowl there is—only an empty 
bowl has the promise of holding anything. A parent is a bowl full of the promise of 
absence, fullness and absence curled about each other like particle and wave, each one 
never quite true without the other. The body of my child in the bowl of my arms is 
round and smooth, nearly awake, made to be replaced, made irreplaceable.
I have been trying to write a letter to my oldest brother, Bill, about the argument we 
had over abortion last spring. Bill is a compassionate man. He was my favorite whenI 
was very small, because of all my three brothers he was the kindest to me and he took 
me everywhere with him. I remember what the world looked like, riding on his 
shoulders. He set me up on the top rail of a fence which is long gone, down by the 
Snake River. I remember the smell of the frost, how it hung in the tamaracks over the 
water. Through the grown up distance between us, I've seen Bill struggle with the pain 
in his life. He and his wife Teri have an autistic girl, an unforeseen enterprise. For Erin, 
they have taken on whole professions' worth of learning and practicing of skills, skills 
mastered outside the regular jobs they've maintained and the other two children they've 
raised. There have been few vacations and no extra money.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
Bill said to me, "You know, this issue of abortion is just like slavery. Since the 
Civil War, we've never had such clear-cut lines between right and wrong." Knowing 
what he knows about accepting an injured gift has set him hard against the practice of 
abortion. I knew what he meant: if you draw your line at life or no life, how could you 
choose no life for anyone? But I was thinking of the Civil War, too—the families split 
open by death, the beardless faces of boys in the Matthew Brady photographs. I 
wonder if my mom ever told Bill the story she has often told me, of our 
great-grandmother, a small child, watching Sherman's soldiers walk through her farm. 
They called out to her, "Hey, Sissie," so she thought they knew her. There is another 
family story, of a woman in the North lighting a candle she would light every night for 
the rest of her life, for a son who never did come home. Arguing with Bill was like 
arguing with God, something I could do only with tears streaming down my face. I'd 
say to Bill, "It isn't that simple," meaning the choices other women make. But I wasn't 
able to say why it wasn't. Sometimes for me there are only pictures, little stories that 
peer into moments. Things that won't stand up in court.
It has something to do with what an old Eskimo woman we knew in Kobuk, 
Louise Woods, used to say of life: "It is danger." All the men in her family had died, 
killed by a shaman's curse made before they were bom. But she was strong and silly, 
and would smile at me while she "mowed" her lawn by rolling a fifty-five gallon drum 
of gas around on it. "I laugh all the time," she'd say, "because life is sooo sad." I was
8
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younger and had no children, and I had so little an idea of what she was talking about 
that I saved it, like something odd I'd bring home in my pocket from a walk.
My daughter Kari is a fortuitous combination of chromosomes into sunlight. As deeply 
as I know this, I still struggle to allow each interruption of my own cloudier 
hemisphere. I have always hated waking up, and before Kari's birth, I was usually 
ready to fight or at least temporarily despise any agent of waking, be it mother or lover 
or alarm. The instant of total love that washed over me the first time I saw my daughter 
did not keep her night crying from stabbing me awake with indignant anger. I wanted 
to cry out, "Goddammit, why can't I just have some sleep!" and throw a few things 
around, maybe break something. But the time it took me to clench my rage and my 
body into obedience grew shorter and shorter, until my whole concession to Kari's 
blamelessness would occur below the surface of my sleep and I would find myself at 
her bedside without knowing how I got there. I would be patting her or picking her 
up, carrying her to our bed to let her pull the warm milk out of my breast. I would 
intend to carry her back to the crib when we were full and empty enough, respectively, 
so that Jim and I could not roll over on her and hurt her. But often I was drawn into 
sleep by the mesmeric, prickly, rhythmic pulling on my nipple.
When we woke up with her safe between us I was always startled, before I 
remembered how she came to be there. Jim would shake his head slowly at me and
9
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grin. It had been our agreement that she would sleep in her own bed, but both of us 
knew my fury at being awakened had been transmuted to a mere unwillingness to sit in 
a cold chair with my cold feet on a cold floor. And there was the delight of waking up 
with all three of us there, like the first surprise of seeing her—a new child where there 
had been no one—after she was born. We are people in whom rote form succumbs 
easily to delight, though it has to do this every day because of some pattern inside us, 
like the bees on their honeycomb paper.
Nap time was a time when I didn't need sleep and she did, when I wouldn't be 
nursing or at attention for harm or hunger for two or three hours. And I could read. 
There was plenty to read at our house, but the bookmobile came out one day, and I 
picked out a book which is the only book I remember reading all that summer. It was 
The West of the Imagination, full of plates by Thomas Moran and George Catlin and 
the great lithographers, and I would be bent so deep into it that I would jump like a 
heartshot deer at the first noise from Kari downstairs. I would feel irritation, then 
shame.
That first July and August, Jim was gone sixteen to eighteen hours a day, seven 
days a week, working on forest fires. My mom and Jim's parents had gone home, so 
there were no extra arms around. For a time I thought I would go crazy, always 
nursing or holding or changing diapers or walking with Kari in my arms. She didn't 
sleep very much, never much more than we did except for her nap. I was used to going
10
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to work, being outside, arguing and making things, reading, and I felt the loss of those 
activities almost as keenly as I felt love for this fresh baby. Every moment is always 
forever with me—lonely or ecstatic or tied down.
But I soon learned that Kari would not cry if I quickly put down my book and 
my interest in it and called out, "Who's that? Is it Kari?" If I hurried down the stairs 
and picked her up after her first sounds, I'd begin to get a smile in return, which 
turned into a peek-a-boo over the railing of the baby bed as soon as she was able to 
pull herself up and stand there, tottering and grinning.
What at first seemed like carving my own heart out, with the sharpened tools of 
pity for my hungry baby and anger at my own selfishness, somehow became something 
other than feigning joy—It was joy; it is joy. Waking up, hearing Kari call me from 
deep inside my attention to some other thing, is like stumbling up to answer the door 
with an eagerness, hunger even, to let her in.
There is a song called "Shake These Bones" which I played after we brought 
Kari home: "And when the door is opened, Lord / And filled with the morning light / 
We'll hear the child who calls to us / Out of sight."2 When I'd hear these lines, the tears 
would come squirting out of me—not because I had this child, but because having this 
child was just what I could not do, be a mother of a child, and yet I was the mother. I
11
2Grey Larson and Malcolm Dalglish, The First of Autumn (June Appal Records,
1978).
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took Kari to Oregon when she was several months old and a relative told me, "Well, 
you surprise me. I didn't think you could be a mother." So I knew the impossibility for 
me was not just something in my imagination.
It has something to do with being the youngest, so that I had to be regarded as 
irresponsible, not grim enough. In reaction to this expectation, I have worked grimly at 
irresponsibility, to make irresponsibility work as a method. Inside, I am the grimmest 
person you ever met. Every good thing that happens to me brings me to my knees, 
crying praise. And in the next moment it will happen again. I can't believe them or own 
them, but so many good things happen to me that I am almost always on my knees, 
trying to embrace the open door.
I had a couple of miscarriages before I had Kari, so for months into carrying her 
I couldn't think of myself as a woman who was going to have a child. The first 
miscarriage had been truly terrifying. I was bleeding and crying and writhing as they 
took me to an operating table to be "cleaned out" while my body was trying to perform 
the same function. The D & C procedure is carried on with you on your back, with 
someone looking into you and scraping you out as if you are a skinny necked vase with 
the opening at the bottom, function and perception at odds with each other. I couldn't 
tell if the pain was coming from the doctor cutting or the letting-go in the womb. I 
remember wondering which it was, trying not to move, but squirming away inside 
from the scraping tools.
12
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Next time, the next year, I knocked the wind out of myself skating, hooked a 
tip while playing Eric Heiden and went so flat I even bruised the front of my hips. I 
started to bleed the next day, and miscarried again. Since I had apparently knocked the 
fetus loose myself, I could feel that losing the baby was something I did, rather than 
something I was, which is a kind of respite. I would not go back to the hospital but 
knelt by our bed over towels and bled the baby out. I say "baby" for the alliteration, 
not because it was a baby to me. It was just a failure, something I didn't finish. But this 
time I thought I knew what the fault was, what the mistake and the moment were.
I bled junk for days. I even saved some of it, and drew pictures of it, and asked 
the doctor, (when I finally went to a doctor because I felt so low and rotten) what it 
was, what part of a baby it was. I think the doctor was appalled by the question, and 
appalled by me. I was given to understand that I was not to think of myself as a science 
project. But this was all I could do. I could set myself crying over not being able to 
have a child, whatever that meant, or I could try to piece together the evidence of my 
inadequacy, try to solve it so I could try harder next time. I had taken responsibility for 
this miscarriage—caused it myself, managed it myself and not handed it over. The 
pain was never out of my control, or, even if out of control, it was still my pain. I had 
been trusted with this and it was mine.
There was one time I was hunting by myself and I killed an elk. I hadn't expected to kill
13
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one. Jim and I and our friend Brian had started walking long before daylight, at four in 
the morning. As soon as I could, I separated from them and found a thick spruce tree 
so huge that the ground underneath it was clear of snow. I lay down in the needles 
and slept until noon. When I woke up I started walking down, not up the mountain 
where the men had gone. The trail wrapped around the back side of a ridge and 
everything changed before I saw the elk, as if I were in another country. I was quiet as 
the air in church, and in the damp wallow at the bottom there were two elk standing, a 
spike and a larger bull. It took me two shots; the first bullet hit a tree in the way of the 
head shot I'd wanted. The spike thundered off, up the far ridge, and the bull I'd shot at 
turned sideways to me, presenting his heart.
After I'd shot him, it took a few minutes before I could approach the place he'd 
crashed down. There was kicking, and I was wary of that. But there is also the room 
you give the death of an animal: a thickening of the air, a spasm where the particularity 
of this death moves to the generality of all death, of my death. I had to bow to enter 
this act of mine.
I counted the tines. I dragged my fingers through the rough, piss-smelling belly 
hair then stood with my hands cupped over my nose and mouth for the shock of it I 
fired into the air twice, our signal: "Come and help me." Then I slit him open, 
carefully, with the knife blade riding up between the index and middle fingers of my 
left hand so I wouldn't pierce the guts. I pulled the insides of him out onto the ground,
14
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cutting around inside the pelvis because I had nothing to split it with, digging into the 
neck for the wind pipe so that the heat could pour out of him. When I was done I lay 
back alongside him, watching what I'd done, waiting for the others. But they hadn't 
heard me. I waited a couple of hours, in the greenest leaves and the reddest blood, 
then I took off with the heart and liver to find them, to show them.
I can't say what Jim thought about losing his potential children or the potential loss of 
his dubious prize, me. I can't say what he felt, and I can't remember what we said to 
each other, probably "I'm so sorry" and "It's all right." The time that I came closest to 
knowing what Jim felt is when a dog we loved was run over by a pickup on the 
Richardson Highway. It was late at night. We were going up to Delta to camp and go 
hunting the next day. One minute we were half asleep in the back of our friends' van 
with Loki between us, then they were stopping to take a leak and the dog got out, not 
wanting to miss anything and we only half knew it, the half that should have held him 
by the collar, and then he was hit and lying in the road, instantly dead with the blood 
driven through his skin in wet patches.
You could say, well, a dead dog is nothing compared with miscarrying a child, 
but losing the dog hurt worse. A dog has been the dialogue between us when we set 
our heels and slam the doors, can't get back, with words, to the will to be together 
which is below words. When I say "Goddamit I hate the way you do things," then it's a
15
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dog that follows me out to the wood pile which I am going to chop 
alltokindlingjustforspiteyoujustwatchme and I put my arms around the dog and my face 
down in the stinky brown fiir I like the smell of, and Jim watches me from the window 
and comes out and the dog wags his way between us, back and forth, spinning us closer 
until we can touch each other again. We are famous for being crazy about our dogs. 
One neighbor has said that if he died he'd like to come back as a dog at our house. "No, 
I mean it," he said.
Here is something else to appall the doctor. I think when Loki got killed we 
grieved for the dog and the lost children all at once. For several weeks we both cried 
ourselves to sleep every night. We'd hold on to each other or we'd just lie in bed not 
touching and shake with sobbing. Making love for ten years didn't do what crying for 
three weeks did, for being close. It was months before we could speak the dog's name 
without crying. In the morning, or at night before we turned the light out, I looked at 
the waterstains on the boards and beams in the ceiling. The stains are there from the 
years before we put up the second story of logs and the real roof, and I intend to 
someday sand them off. Dick Tracy and Cat Woman are up there, and a random 
reproduction of God giving life to Adam.
When Loki got killed, I was pregnant, though I didn't know it yet. I am 
perpetrating a bit of family folklore when I say that I got pregnant on the moose 
hunting trip to Nickel Lake, where there weren't any moose and I had forgotten to
16
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bring both meat and coffee. It wasn't usual for me to forget anything on a trip, me with 
my lists and boxes. But at that time I was starting to relinquish my grim control of 
things, which I am still trying to relinquish. I do this by not trying to cook more and 
better than my mother, by sometimes claiming I don't have an opinion (even though I 
always do) and by neglecting paperwork.
On this trip there was no moose sign and what we had to eat was a lot of 
broccoli. Besides allegedly becoming pregnant, we climbed a steep hill behind where 
we were camping and peered over the rocky faces to St. Anne's and Tazlina. There 
was a lot of sheep sign and some old moose sign up there, which tickled us. We lay 
down in the moss and cranberry and kinnikinic and slept until the heat of the sun woke 
us up. The breeze was upslope and a peregrine glided to a halt just a few feet away, 
anchoring herself to the air.
I am remembering this now, for Kari, but soon after that trip everything was 
wiped out for a while by the death of the dog. When I found out I was pregnant it 
seemed like a trade I hadn't wanted to make. I remember saying to Jim, "This better be 
some kid if it's supposed to replace that dog."
Our friend Lloyd, an older man who has nearly single-handedly destroyed 
himself with alcohol, would call me every day and tell me what to do to avoid 
miscarriage. "Don't you lift those logs." "Don't reach over your head. I knew a woman 
who did that and when the baby was bom the cord was wrapped eight times around
17
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its neck and it was dead." Still afraid to be moved by my pregnancy, I was moved by 
the tenderness of this tough and injured man, and I could accept becoming a lightning 
rod for the absurd and frightening folklore of giving birth. Needles hung on long 
threads over my belly swung either back and forth or in circles, indicating that I would 
have a boy, or a girl, or it meant the opposite. The slow, even heartbeat meant a boy, 
one nurse told me. She'd never seen it fail. Carrying the fetus high meant a girl, or a 
boy. It amazed me to find how many attempts are made to encompass or control this 
most visible of rites of passage, the appearance of a new human. It made the invisible 
transformations of the continued life, like Lloyd reaching for the phone every day, seem 
neglected.
The ultrasound looked like a weather photo, and though it provided the only 
prebirth opportunity to have legitimately queried the sex of the child to come, we didn't 
ask. We said we didnt care, but what we meant was that we couldn't imagine being 
parents of any gender of child, so "it doesn't matter" was more than insurance against 
disappointment.
There are few physiological reasons that giving birth should be harder the first 
time, but it almost always is. My mother told all of us so many lies to get us to come in 
out of the cold, or brush our teeth, or eat more, that none of us listen to the referential 
meaning of her words anymore. But on some level, I must have believed her when she 
said, "It never hurt to have my babies. I don't remember any pain even." Because at
18
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midnight on the night before Kari was bom—after I had been in labor on the 150 miles 
from Nelchina to Anchorage and then at the hospital in varying states of discomfort for 
about twenty hours—I finally asked her, between contractions, if sue had been lying to 
me. She then remembered that she had been forty-five hours in labor with my oldest 
brother Bill, thirty some with Clifford, twenty some with David, and a comfortable 
twelve or so with me. Twelve is about where most women start out.
The particularity of Mom's memory on this score was not comforting at the 
time. "You're a rotten liar," I grimaced at her. But I think now that these numbers 
were not any more reliable than the first revelation about labor. Memory, not just 
Mom's memory, always wants to justify or assuage some hurt in the present, and she 
was trying "to be with me."
I have always been a poor shot with a shotgun, because of the speed with which one 
has to imagine the path of shot and grouse meeting in the air. I would get as far as 
imagining the gun to my shoulder and the necessary absence of other human beings or 
structures in front of the shotgun arc and range. Then I would not pull the trigger but 
would watch the loveliness of bird whirr out of range and set its wings for another 
fence row. This was not an unwillingness to kill, but an inability to aim the process 
clear through the bird.
Likewise, when I want to chop a piece of wood, it doesn't help very much to
19
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think about how to hold the ax or even where the blade is going to enter the top of the 
block. I have to intend the ax down through the wood and into the chopping block. 
Even the hardest swing, if it is aimed for the top of the block, will make you think you 
are trying to split elm, or iron. You can even hurt yourself this way, as the ax is left to 
its own devices after you get it to the top of the wood—and it may end up in your 
shin.
This is how I needed to think about having a child, though I had never held one 
of my own. I needed to think of a child moving out of me, into the light, into my arms. 
What I thought about was labor, breathing, surviving the next contraction in the way 
that I've survived any pain I've had in my life—by battening down the hatches, 
clinching and ducking into some dark ant farm where I have mandatory front-row seats 
for the pain that is nearly someone else's. But this is not the way to have a 
baby—strangling pain until it gives up. Something has to move, be allowed to change 
from a fetus being crushed down a tunnel in my body into a child looking for breast, 
light, and the arms of its parents and grandparents. The miraculous stretching of tissues 
and moving of hipbones isn't really what makes a second birth easier, I suspect, but 
rather the knowledge of how it feels to hold the newborn child in your arms.
I have heard other women talk about the deep sleep you fall into between 
contractions after you have been laboring for many hours. It is a thirty-second deep 
sleep, twenty leagues under the sea, surfacing with the bends for endless minutes, then
20
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going back down again. Human voices are left behind on the surface. When they gave 
me an epidural—anesthetic injected into the lining of the spinal column—I fell almost 
immediately back into that sleep, far from any thought of having a baby. They woke 
me up after a couple of hours and said they would take the baby by caesarean if my 
cervix had still not dilated. But the fist of my will had loosened while I was sleeping, 
and I was ready to push Kari out. Jim and the doctor talked about hunting and fishing, 
Mom hovering behind the head of the bed until the doctor invited her to join the crowd 
at the "action end." I felt the hard contractions like mshes of emotion, not pain, a tide 
that receded and returned, coming in farther with each wave until there was a head, a 
child, and Jim was cutting the cord and they were wiping her off and laying her in my 
arms, and I was crying and Kari's tiny mouth snuffled out my nipple to nurse.
We say, "Everybody came into the world this way," through some woman's 
body—as if the universal can take away the personal. And it can. Most of the women 
of my mother's generation were "knocked out" and didn't even get to see their children 
bom. The fathers of those children almost never saw their children bom. But we aren't 
just packaging for our children, something to keep the germs off till they grow skin. 
The particularity of our pain and joy, and our willingness to be a vessel for our very 
child—these belong to us. We own the miracle that having our own child is.
And the danger. The people who give shelter to battered women, usually 
women themselves, are often threatened by the husbands and boyfriends. People who
21
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give milk and eggs and cereal to pregnant women and new mothers and their babies are 
often threatened by the fathers. It is not unusual, in that line of work, to find the 
message, "I want to kill you," left on the recorder phone, or to wonder about the 
unfamiliar car in the parking lot at night. Women and children are scared, pursued and 
beaten to death every minute of every day.
Rage won't stay in the parking lot, won't stay simple. I've heard Kari cry out in 
fear when I can't suppress the anger that sometimes pours screaming out of my own 
misery and disbelief in myself, I who have everything. To imagine children's bones 
breaking, to imagine the kind of misery that kind of anger comes from, is to 
contemplate hell. What do I know about the woman who doesn't want to have a child?
When I think of my beautiful brother full of conviction and my beautiful 
friends, with their arms full of hurt women and babies, I can't choose between them. 
Couldn't we love the children we already have in the world, protect them from harm, 
prize the act of giving birth and the particular beauty of each child, value the acts of 
caring for children, grow some self-respect among women and men? Then giving birth 
might be recognized as the sacrament and the miracle, the word becoming flesh, that it 
already is?
I know what "control of my own body" means, its political importance and 
how arrogant it sounds to people for whom God owns everything, at least everybody 
else's thing. I know women need this slogan, but it isn't really viable. I don't want to
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"own" or "control" the birth of my child or to own my child. What I own is the loss of 
control that having a child is, this moving through me of something that does not 
belong to me—that experience, that stretch of the river is mine.
Having a child made me more of a "feminist" than I ever was before. Accepting 
the loss of control over my body was like a prayer, like bowing. Taking responsibility 
for loving and protecting this child meant never accepting again what others thought I 
could or couldn't do, or being unhappy in a way I didn't choose to be, or doing 
meaningless work, or saying meaningless things. The world was not meaningless 
because I was part of a miracle, and I claimed it, and I could not be made to unbelieve 
that I can taste and touch and shape love into the air.
Many women experience this in childbirth, women who may have been afraid to 
connect with the intuitive, the self below thought. I would like to say that everything 
starts from here, from the belly of energy: strength and anger and love, every real 
thing. Many things also enter us from books, from the intellect, but we only own them 
when they dive deep into the subjective heart. When that baby comes out of you, there 
is a ribbon which is never cut, which you do not even have to believe in to see.
Something about life is denied by our denying of men's or women's intuition, as 
if we were not "smart" to feel love or to gather the electricity between people in a room 
into its shape, the form that encourages retreat, or asks for tenderness, or twists a 
knife.
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What is it that we know? I am thinking of Emily Ivanoff Brown, an Eskimo 
writer and teacher. She said,
I was named after my mother's cousin. Her name was 
Emily—her Eskimo name was Ticasuk. And when I became 
older, my mother told me what it meant. That means a hollow in 
the ground. And I cried when I was a little girl. Big tears rolled 
down my cheeks because I was so disappointed. Every time I 
saw a hollow in the ground, I would walk around it. I didn't 
want to walk into it because it was my name! And then my 
mother told me not to cry—that it was a beautiful name. You 
see, the four winds on this earth, when they blow from the north 
or south or east or west, they bring the wealth of the earth and 
they lodge into that hollow, and that's mine. Now I think it's a 
beautiful name.3
What are we, that we flicker between particular and general on luminous lines, 
all our knowledge a convention imposed on the neither-wave-nor-particle movement of 
whatever this life is. Are we each just an illusion of separateness, a bump of desire 
experiencing a necessary loneliness for what it is made of? Or we are bowls, both men
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Raccoon (Doubleday. 1976).
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and women, little hollows in a landscape we don't even recognize as our own.
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When my daughter tells the dogs to listen, that she is going to tell them a story, they 
sometimes do. "There was a moose, and we cut him. It was in trees, big trees." The 
dogs loll around, looking at their three-year-old grandmother. Jim and I catch eyes, 
then slip into the pantry where we can shake with the lid on our laughter, unseen. Joy 
at such times is a supernova, expanding and swallowing time. It has weight and force 
out of balance with the space of chronological time it covers.
Most moments we do not even feel. And grief can suck light out of time until 
the past is empty and we have no ingredients to make ourselves with. Dying, my father 
said, "You know what I mean, Mim," but I didn't. Yet his eyes looked blue in a way 
that the light in the room could not justify, and that is mine.
Time doesn't move us along a train track, but in a series of explosions and 
implosions that at any moment have the power to scramble us, turn us into something 
barely recognizable as ourselves.
Our experiences with our children, of caring for children, of living every day 
with women and children and men, too, are such dangerously unprofitable and 
unclassifiable subjects that pieces of them fall everywhere, drift into the "women's" 
section, the journalism of the Catchall. Into this willing void, society pours knitting, 
giving birth, losing an arm, making Christmas ornaments from egg cartons, quitting a
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job to stand helpless by a parent's bed while he is dying with shame to be an infant 
again. This is where we learn to cook with "I can't believe it's not butter," and how to 
respond when we learn our child has leukemia: to crochet, remove coffee stains with 
vinegar, find sex more satisfying, be a better mother; to die while your children are 
small, to stand up to the boss.
No society, no collective "we" can face this rag and boneyard that being bom 
and having children and dying is. Do we put soap and dying on the same shelf so we 
can trivialize death, make it a "woman thing"? Or do women see the connection here, 
that you have to clean the sheet, remove the stain? Somebody has to sleep in this bed 
tonight.
The Fortune 500 and recreational vehicles vanish with just one heart attack, 
and then they are grist for Good Housekeeping. Suffer the little children and the mined 
executives to come unto me.
It is danger.
In my arms is a shape I made and do not own, egglike, smooth as a tulip. It is my child 
breathing in her own thoughts, dreaming of birds and beds, stories, a bath. I don't 
know what she's dreaming. I don't know what I want for her, brightest star, little bowl. 
I lean back so the four winds can blow over us, bringing everything.
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GOING TO THE HILLS
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My father had known Gladys when they were growing up, and he spoke of her like one 
of his old pals. Gladys said, "Your dad is a pal of mine." My dad said, "Gladys is a 
good old girl." I was intrigued by that, that a grown woman, an old woman, would 
have been a pal and not a dancing partner of my father's. I am sorting this as I write it, 
that a woman might be talked about in the familiar, but with respect. When my dad felt 
bad and had a couple of extra beers, which was too often, he liked to use my mom as 
an example of the opposite of whatever quality he was trying to shore up in himself at 
the moment—intelligence, compassion, far-sightedness, et cetera. The opposite 
qualities were colorful and discouraging and vivid, in an Eastern Oregon old Irish sort 
of way. Or if my dad was talking about a woman he respected, an outsider, like the 
mother of an old friend, he made the "o" long and unfamiliar—the "woe" over the 
"man" like the word was just too otherworldly to pronounce.
I liked my dad a lot, and when I was a child I took his general appraisal of the 
world without question. Since his attitude towards women seemed at best ambivalent, 
I was determined to come as close as I could to not growing up female. I was 
fascinated with his old pal, Gladys, whenever I heard him talk about her. She seemed 
to have devised a way to scoot around being female and get to the real stuff, which 
was horses.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
I'd had a little horse for some years, Comet. He was rumored to be part 
Standardbred and part Welsh pony. He'd pace, a gait of the Standardbred, if you could 
make him do it. Dad had asked Mr. McKinley, who knew a lot about horses, to buy 
me a pony, and Mr. McKinley brought Comet all the way from a sale at Twin Falls, 
Idaho. He said Comet had been raised by the Blackfoot Indians, which interested me 
and excused his odd color. He was a pinto, with one blue eye and one brown one, and 
very much out of fashion at that time. Now you see pintos all over that country, and 
even pinto mules, but there were hardly any when I was a kid. The country around 
there was still getting over being a working west, a sorrel and bay west, not yet a post­
modern cowboy west, aware of itself in pintos and cowboy poetry.
Comet didn’t like men. My father could hardly ride him, and he threw my 
brothers at any chance they gave him. One day Cliff was going to "ride the kinks out 
of him" for me, and Comet took off with him at a run. Cliff didn't make the same 
ninety-degree turn that Comet made, and after a while brother and horse came leading 
each other back up the hill. Giving me a leg up, Cliff threw me clear over Comet's back. 
"Whaddja do that for?" I asked him.
Comet and I explored every inch of the sage brush hills and ditch banks around 
Adrian. There was Brown Butte, where the "A" is, and Rattlesnake Butte in front of it. 
Rattlesnake was just a pile of basalt boulders you could climb on, not more than a 
couple of hundred feet high, but there was a cave in it we called "The Indian Cave,"
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about which was told the local version of the story about how the guy from the 
university had found the Indian skeleton. I'd go to the cave with a playmate or two, 
however many it took to be brave, to gallop up bareback and throw our horses' reins 
around a sage brush and scramble up the moss-eaten rocks and back into the acrid, 
thick dust of the cave. If we had a flashlight along, we'd go clear to the end, where the 
passageway widened into a "cavern," probably 10 feet wide and 3 feet high, and we'd 
cough and wait for the dust to settle and look around for bones before crawling out 
again.
My dad let me join the 4-H horse club where Gladys was the leader, and in the 
fall I'd take Comet to the county fair, where all the kids would make their horses shiny 
with soaps and oils, then we'd lead them or ride them around to get our ribbons. We all 
got ribbons, blue or red or white. Other kids' horses were bigger, and their eyes were 
both the same color, but Comet was the best. I’d go down to the horse barns early, 
before anyone else was awake, and lie down in the straw next to him and go to sleep 
with my arms around his neck.
But when I got older, I lobbied for a taller horse. Riding with my friends I'd 
begun to feel silly on such a pony, and a pinto besides. Dad said he'd buy a horse for 
himself, a horse he could ride when he went to the hills with me, and I could ride that 
horse when he wasn't along. So we went over by Meridian to a fellow who cross-bred 
Appaloosas and Thoroughbreds, and dad picked out a three-year old, a light bay
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gelding with a vividly spotted blanket on his rump. Dad told me to ride him around the 
corral, and so I did, but he crowhopped and knocked me off against the fence. Even 
before I got back on the horse I heard Dad tell the owner, MWe'll take him." I don't 
think anything was ever really interesting to my father unless it was difficult or out of 
reach. He had these pictures of perfect things in his head, then he'd drive himself 
crazy with wanting them or being disappointed in what he had.
I was only saved from Comanche's sullen nature by his laziness. He threw his 
head and nearly knocked my teeth out, reared, lay down in canals and rolled on my 
saddle. Sometimes I couldn't control him; other times I couldn't wake him up. But I 
rode him, and the increase in altitude was exciting. Thinking I would be a barrel racer,
I practiced with Comanche every weekend one spring and signed up to ride in one of 
the local rodeos. When we got to Nyssa for the rodeo there'd been a big thunderstorm, 
and the sky was still so dark that they had the stadium lights on. Comanche got 
around the first barrel and we were on the way to the second when he noticed the 
lights. He stopped dead in his tracks, nearly tossing me over his neck. He stood and 
shook for endless seconds until 1 could get him headed out of the arena. My face was 
burning up with shame. I'd overheard one fellow by the gate tell his son, "Let's watch 
this little girl on the spotted horse ride," but they weren't there when I rode out of the 
arena. When I got back to the stands I couldn't look at anyone. A few days later, I 
timed myself on the barrels riding Comet and tied the race winner's time.
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My dad could barely talk to me after the rodeo, but Gladys acted like I hadn't 
made a fool of myself in front of half of Malheur County. The day after the rodeo, she 
took me out to her ranch. She didn't really have anything to do out there, but we 
looked at her cows and rode up on the ridges.
Let me draw you a picture of Gladys, then just try to wedge her into your 
world, anywhere. She was a tall woman for her generation, maybe 5'6". Not skinny or 
fat, she had a big stomach. Not a beer belly, because she never touched alcohol, but a 
bale-bucking belly, a horse-breaking strong belly. It was a bit old and folded up when I 
knew her, like a pile of towels.
She wore jeans, Wranglers, not the Levi ''Can't Bust 'Em"s which were popular 
then but most real working people found too tight-legged. She wore a thick leather 
belt with no tooling, no name on the back of it. She wore a variety of plaid, 
short-sleeved, cotton cowboy shirts, but in the hot weather she usually wore a 
turquoise tank top, and you could see all of her large arms, sun browned, darker than 
walnuts. Every hair on her head was either black or white, a kinky blue-roan bush of 
hair which she cut off straight around, a couple of inches above her shoulders, parted 
on the side and held back with a barrette on the thick side. In the truck or outside she 
always wore a hat, not a cowboy hat exactly but a hat with a broad flat brim. A milk 
chocolate colored hat with the sides of the brim rolled up a little, and a narrow leather 
strap for a hat band.
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The hat was a little stained around the band, but was a noticeably clean hat for a 
rancher. Gladys would not have been dirty for effect, but only because she was doing 
dirty work or couldn't clean up. Since there wasn't much Gladys couldn't do, she was 
pretty clean all the time. Even out at camp in the trailer, which is not the prefab affair 
you are thinking of when I say "trailer" but one of the old half-domed wooden trailers 
you used to see at sheep and cow camps all over that country, there we had a wash 
basin and a jug of water to clean up with. Gladys wore boots, but not so high-heeled 
and not so pointed-toed as the cowboy boots you usually see.
Gladys' wire-rimmed glasses sat on high cheek bones in a wide face, and black 
eyes darted around behind them, looking at you, looking at everything, and fitting it all 
into a sturdily fenced version of the world.
She used to embarrass me in the way she used to talk about things, in the way 
that you can become embarrassed about things you've never thought of as embarrassing 
until someone else dances around a topic or uses a euphemism that makes you squirm. 
"Chippy" was one. The word referred at some point in history to prostitutes who took 
company coupons from miners or loggers for sex, but it was a word from my 
grandparents' generation, and I'd never heard it before: "She's a little bit chippy," for 
promiscuous. Gladys wouldn't tell me straight out what the word meant, except that it 
was just for "some women," and that made me squirm, but she got tremendous fun out 
of naming an Appaloosa mare "Chippy," after we bought the mare at the auction,
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because the mare was with foal. Then she would laugh whenever she said the mare's 
name, "My Chippy is a little chippy." Her voice and her laugh were a high music, 
sometimes like an electric drill.
Gladys and her husband, Pug, ran a bunch of black Angus cattle out in the 
Owyhees, on land leased from the Bureau of Land Management. I don't know how 
much they owned themselves, besides the small ranch they lived on in Big Bend. They 
never talked about what they owned. Pug never talked at all, while Gladys talked a 
blue streak, filled up the air with talk.
Just one of the things that people said about Gladys was that after she died, Pug 
learned how to talk. But I don't remember the sound of his voice. He was busted up 
from ranching and hobbled around the chores at the home place. His smile was 
wrinkled and he was handsome from being outside all his life, the way you want to 
look when you get old. Gladys always said there was only one good man in the world, 
and that was Pug. After Gladys died, Pug married again. It surprised everybody who 
knew him. I guess we just thought the dogs and Pug would go into the grave with her, 
like the attendants of an emperess.
For several years I spent a lot of time with Gladys. In a way, she came with the 
horses. Having horses and having a father who knew Gladys would have just naturally 
brought me together with her sometime. I went riding with her and went to the auction 
with her. But getting taken under Gladys' wing, hanging around her place and learning
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about the hills and hearing everything she talked about, talking all the time, made some 
conflicts in my family. Gladys was too loud and too "mannish" for my mom, and I soon 
found out that my dad couldn't talk to Gladys in the flesh, despite his being proud of 
having known her for so long and approving of her as a non-woman woman. He didn't 
agree with anything she said, but he couldn't get a word in. They'd be in the same room 
or leaning on the same fence, and she wouldn't stop talking long enough for him to get 
a run at the subject. Worst of all, the hills, for Gladys, were present tense. For dad, hills 
and horses were a lump in the throat he couldn't explain, though he liked trying to.
He'd see a broken cabin in some little gully and the tears would come down his cheeks. 
"You know what I mean, Mim."
Well, I did and I didn't. The trails and springs had belonged to people he'd 
known before he got yanked out of childhood, even out of eastern Oregon for a while 
when his folks split up, and I think losing the memory of how to get to places that 
didn't even exist anymore drove him a little crazy, all that lost desert, all those little 
springs. He hated it that the ranches were gone. Until he was very old, he'd drive to the 
Owyhee dam the back way, over the Cherry Creek road (when was there ever a cherry 
tree in that country?) which wasn't even a road anymore, and I'd get out and walk, 
which made him mad. I thought he was going to roll the Jeep down the hill, just to win 
some contest with himself.
Despite the fact that my mom and dad and Gladys all came from the same part
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of the country, my family was tied to changes in a way she wasn't. My folks had a 
grocery store, and they knew what kind of cereal people wanted to buy, and what their 
customers' kids were taking in college. In the cultural archaeology of eastern Oregon, 
we'd clambered up into the top layer, the Pizza Huts and packing sheds, the new 
farmers with their perfectly level farms of sugar beets and onions. Our way of doing 
things overlaid the old farmers with their corn and cows and "rough ground" where the 
pheasants hid. The old ranch people, like Gladys and Pug, the Bishops and Skinners, 
Camerons and Timmermans were nearly subterranean now, people of ancient trucks 
and auctions, owners of old horses.
My people, Parkses and Looneys and Botts and Hendersons had all been part of 
this older country, friends and enemies of the Bannocks, miners and ranchers, but now 
we were band boosters, owners of a stereo and a Naugahyde couch.
When I showed interest in Gladys, my dad picked her up again like an old 
hobby, but I think it made him uncomfortable that she could still walk and talk. This 
was in the late 1960's. When I first knew her she had kerosene lamps and an outhouse. 
Later on she got a trailer house and electricity and an indoor toilet, but it didn't seem to 
make any difference to her. That new stuff was just what there was to replace the old 
stuff when it wore out. I don't think she ever saw anything in terms of progress. It was 
all just now, what she wanted to do. I can't remember her ever telling me that electric 
lights were better or that she missed the old or how it was to pee in the house. What
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happened inside a house didn't concern her much.
In fact, Gladys's observations on the world outside Pug and ranching were a 
little after the fact, dating from a time when she hadn't yet been in control of it. She 
tried, for my sake, to be observant about what was going on so that she could be a 
friend and warn me. She'd say, "There aren't any good men in this world besides Pug. 
Men want you to drink wine, and then they think they can do whatever they want with 
us girls. But we'll show them, won't we?" And I'd say, "You bet," though I was a bit 
intrigued at that time by the thought that drinking wine might turn me into something 
anyone would want.
Though peeing in the house was not a concern for Gladys, she did have useful 
advice for a girl who had to pee when she was out driving cows with a bunch of men. 
"You just hang back a little," Gladys told me, reining Tahoe in, "then you find a 
sagebrush to peepee behind. If a man's any kind of gentleman, he knows not to look 
back at you." I had been worried about this, though the only cattle driving I had done 
was with Gladys herself, and all we had done was chase her cows away from the little 
pothole of water they were standing around, up to where there was some grass left for 
them to eat. Then we rode around a couple of basalt ridges, then over the top where 
we could look down on the water backed up by Owyhee dam. It was bright blue, in 
contrast to the yellow and red canyon that held it, but I'd been down there, with my 
dad, and I knew the color of the water was really a milky green and that the blues were
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just a function of distance and sky.
The ostensible reason we were out there that day was to check the fences, to 
make sure none of Pete Bishop’s white Charolais cattle could get in and mix with 
Gladys's Black Angus, causing some sort of unmentionable gray offspring. Pete was 
older than Gladys, a cohort in background but an enemy as far as the fence line was 
concerned. She complained about him, how picky he was about his "precious white 
cows."
I remember we found a place where a hillside had slipped down since Gladys 
had been up there, a tear in the sagebrushed fabric about a hundred yards long, fifteen 
or twenty feet deep in some places. It reminded me that the ripped and ribboned 
ground tipped every which way around us was still moving, that the faces of ancient 
basalt and shales were whitecaps in a sea of stone. I have a picture of Gladys from 
that day, above the tom ground. She is turned sideways on Tahoe, aware of herself as 
myth and flesh in her red shirt, on the deep red horse. She took a picture of me, too, a 
skinny kid in a stocking cap and a shirt with the sleeves tom off. I probably thought I 
could look like Gladys if I did that, or that having brown arms meant I deserved to be 
there.
I wanted to know what Gladys knew, wanted to be her, to take a form. And 
even at this time I must have been curious why my father was not standing in front of 
me to prevent my advance in this direction. Finding Gladys was like discovering a
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mysterious tunnel under a bush in my own backyard, and I set out to explore how this 
woman might stretch the term woman out for me, make it something a girl could crawl 
into.
My parents understood Gladys as a person who had set her anchor in time.
Dad wanted to reclaim all the little green valleys with broken homesteads in them, the 
grey wood and ruined fences. Gladys must have seemed like a link to those lost things 
that were always downstream of him. I guess he thought there was something wrong 
with him, that he couldn't make it stand still.
From when I was small, I knew the best gift I could offer my father was to 
remember places in the hills, some of them I'd never been to, and say their names:
Lone Willow Spring, the Rock Corral, North Fork of the Malheur. I make these words 
for him, still. My sister-in-law Shawn took a picture for him, of the old ranch buildings 
in the middle of Flag Prairie. The buildings are small in the picture, and the sagebrush 
flats are wide, swaying up into juniper in the distance. At some time it had been a good 
place to flag antelope—wave something white and hide until the curious animals come 
over to look at it Then you could see them up close, instead of at the front of a cloud 
of dust miles ahead of you, and you could pick one out to shoot if that is why you were 
there
Dad sent framed enlargements of the photo to my three brothers and me. On 
mine he wrote, 'Paint this for me ’
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Gladys was a dictionary of names from my father's past, but she didn't think 
about them in the same way. I don't think she saw any contradiction between horses 
and jet airplanes, though she knew other people did. She just liked horses. She enjoyed 
her popularity as an anomaly and a relic without really considering herself unusual, 
making a pretty clean division between what other people thought of her and what she 
knew about herself, a division I fervently aspired to. Discovering Gladys was to deny 
any inevitability. It was like discovering in a canoe that you got control by keeping 
yourself slower or faster than the current, as opposed to matching the speed of the 
water and being carried along helplessly, pouring over the rocks and whirling in the 
pools.
Dad went on a few rides with us, but he was older and his back hurt him and he 
didn't feel as at home on a horse as he thought he should feel. Also, I don't think he 
and Gladys were the sort of buddies he'd expected. She wanted to talk about the 
horses and events of her peculiar version of the present, and, "He just wanted to talk 
about those old things," she'd tell me later. Also he was more cautious than Gladys, 
and would ride around a hill she'd scramble Tahoe right up the side of, and he was 
always telling me how to hold the reins, how to sit in the saddle, though by that time 
I'd spent as much time on a horse as he had when he was a kid. It grated on me 
because I thought we could be buddies again if he came along on the ride, buddies like 
when I was little and we'd sit in the outside doorsill at the back room of the store and
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watch the thunderstorms. No words passed between us in those times, but a love of 
wild light and plentiful disorder. The two of us were famous in our family for watching 
thunderstorms. Even now my mom can rein me in, reaching back through years of 
interdiction and rebellion, to "Remember when you and your dad used to watch 
thunderstorms?"
Riding in the truck with Gladys made me feel that we could do anything. 
"Anything" was comprised of going to the hills or the auction, but Gladys treated me 
like an old friend, not the daughter of an old friend.
Gladys went to the horse auction in Caldwell every Sunday, in the turquoise 
Chevy pickup, a fifty-something, with the metal rack on it. Or it was a Ford. I can tell 
you how it smelled inside, that sunburnt rubber and gasoline smell, and the blanket on 
the seat for "the boys." The boys were Gladys' dogs. The pinto-looking one was some 
sort of boxer crossed with some kind of cow dog. Maybe his name was "Tippy." The 
other dog was one of those noisy little scrub brushes that couldn't do much but yap and 
curl up wherever you would have liked to sit. Gladys said she preferred them to most 
people.
"Let's you and me go look at those horses," she'd say on the phone, and pretty 
soon she'd pop in the door with her hat on, with some remarks of deep friendliness but 
little content for my parents, saving the real stuff" for me, and we'd hurry out to her 
truck and scoot the dogs back into the middle of the seat, "C'mon now little boys, let's
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let Mary get in." She'd tell me about what she was doing with the cows, what Pug 
thought (so he must have told her), which horse she wanted to get rid of.
We sometimes took a horse with us to the sale, and we often brought one 
home. Because of this practice of Gladys', she and Pug were known to be "horse 
poor," with a pasture full of varying horse shapes. We'd try to get to the sale early so 
we could walk around out back in the corrals, climbing up on fences and talking with 
all the people Gladys knew, which was everybody. We'd feel the legs of horses and 
look at their teeth, then go up and sit in the sale arena, where Gladys would chatter and 
consult with me on eveTy horse that came through the ring, though she knew how little 
I knew. "Look at that ankle. That horse is a little down in that ankle, isn't he? 
Sometimes you can't tell till you get 'em walkin'. I looked at him, but we don't want 
him." She'd say "we," like that.
She had a weakness for Appaloosas, and that was how we got Chippy. The 
mare was a sort of speckled apricot color, and was some combination of Appaloosa, 
POA (a pony version of an Appaloosa) and grade stock. She was small, and tried to 
bite us while we were looking at her, but she had been bred to an Appaloosa stud and 
Gladys wanted to see what came out. Gladys also wanted to ride the Pacific Crest trail, 
from California up through Washington, on an organized ride with a club that only 
allowed Appaloosa horses. Since I had Comanche, Gladys intended that she and I 
would "do" the ride together, something that seemed wild and beyond hope to me, like
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being an astronaut. But Gladys was serious, and I watched with fascination someone 
who could methodically take all the steps to make something she wanted to do 
happen. Buying Chippy was just part of the plan.
She was a smart bidder, too, a "nodder," raising her hand only when the 
auctioneer wasn't paying attention. She'd talk to the other bidders under her breath to 
me, "Now, you don't want that horse. What would a big fat man like you want with a 
little mare like that?" It bothered me when she said stuff like that, or when she'd size 
up some man who looked at us, at me, and said "I wouldn't want something like that 
hanging around, would you?" With these comments, she alluded to the sexual and 
physical threat of the male-heavy world around us, as if she was accepting other 
people's view of herself, a broken bone that's gotten stronger than the bone around it, 
or a scar. But I didn't want her strength to be a response to injury. I wanted Gladys to 
be a regular thing, an option that would "solve" the limitations I felt. I thought then 
that self respect was like being saved—if you got it one time you were in forever. But 
occasionally there were indications that Gladys, even with the clothes and the truck and 
the horses and the ranch and the talk, still wasn't powerful enough.
Sometimes she was outbid and she always gave up if the bid went a dollar more 
than she had decided the horse was worth. She'd give up the bidding without 
comment, which was always disappointing to me. Money to Gladys was purely 
utilitarian and she never talked about it, the lack of it or how much other people had. I
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never saw her spend a single penny she didn't need to spend, though we always had a 
hamburger in the auction cafe before we went home, with or without a horse.
The auction was a little theater, with plywood terraces for seats, smooth with 
many years’ applications of white enamel. The seat area bent around and above a 
sawdust arena with a gate at either side, and on the last Sunday of every month a 
steady stream of Malheur and Canyon County livestock (one county was in Oregon 
and one was in Idaho, but that was only a paperwork detail) would pour in one gate, be 
prodded around the ring to the auctioneer’s popcorn syllables, and out the other. We'd 
pretty much wait until all the pigs and sheep and even cows had gone through before 
we went in to sit down. Gladys was about done with cows and she wasn't much 
interested in them unless she was selling.
She wasn't too interested in the standard breeds and beauty of horses, either, 
the big-butted quarter horses with their short ears and even tempers—sorrels and bays. 
She was looking for something else, something around the scrap heap of expectations 
about horses that might turn out to be good. That was how she found Tahoe. Tahoe 
was an exceptionally tall mare with a deep wide chest. She was a bay, blood-red, 
darkening into tall brown legs, then hooves black and hard as flint. She wasn't a 
friendly animal, more likely to strike at you with a front foot than to nuzzle you for a 
rub. By this a few will know her for a mare. She had big ears, for a horse, ears that 
moved every which way, taking things in. Her owners hadn't been able to do anything
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with her, and she wasn't any breed in particular that would make her valuable as a 
brood mare. So she ended up at the sale when she was about three years old and 
Gladys picked her up there. In the time that I knew her I always stayed out of the 
reach of her teeth and her front legs, but she liked Gladys, and Gladys could do 
anything with her.
Gladys had a way to get a horse to walk, really walk, that nobody else could 
follow. Gladys hated it when a horse would trot with her. "I hate that jigging," she'd 
say, then she'd pull the horse down to a walk but just keep agitating or clucking a little 
bit and in a few days that horse would shift into a fast walk whenever Gladys wanted 
him to. She even taught Comanche to walk like that, though I wasn't very good at 
keeping him at it.
When Gladys saw Tahoe, with her big chesty body, she knew that horse was 
made to walk. And she was. I believe Tahoe won every walking race Gladys ever rode 
her in, usually out at Zerbel's runway. It would be in the Nyssa paper, the Gate City 
Journal, and Dad would have the article cut out and on the kitchen table when I came 
home on break from college, to show me. Gladys got her fifteen minutes of glory in a 
lesser known region of Malheur County.
There was a kind of renaissance for ranch people starting up when I knew 
Gladys. The Oregon Trail Grange Hall hadn't been used much for decades, but then the 
4-H horse club started up, with Gladys as the leader, and we gave skits and parties
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there. The hall had an oak floor, and always the sharp sweetish smell of ancient punch 
and cookies and coffee. I even went to a dance there with a boy from Nyssa who rode 
in the rodeos. I mostly danced with his dad, who was a Mormon bishop with a belly 
so big I had to dance a couple of feet away from him. After that the son kept inviting 
me to go to church, I suppose on his father's recommendation, but I wouldn't go, so I 
didn't get invited to any more dances, either.
We took over the Big Bend Park for our horse practice area. This was a couple 
of acres of ownership so old and uncertain that no one had put it into potatoes, a grove 
of huge broken elms and an open area at one end where we set up the barrels for 
racing. There had been a hall there in the thirties, and my mother met my father there 
at a dance. But the hall had fallen down years before, and the park was all gone to 
weeds and fallen branches. A couple of years after my father died I was at home 
visiting my mother, and we had a strange and angry discussion over where the park 
was, so I drove her there. Her anger at me changed to puzzlement: "How did you 
know where it was?" She had known the place for sixty years, its dancing ghosts and 
giant elms. She could tell you the names of the children in her class the years she taught 
at the Big Bend School, and who they married, where they lived. My few summers with 
Gladys had slipped through the sieve of her memory. I was my own ghost at last.
Gladys and Pug lived less than a mile away from the old park so it was easy for 
Gladys to hop on Tahoe and ride there to preside over meetings and practices. We
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wanted to clean the park up, maybe even build a club house. But somehow we never 
did get that stuff done. For one thing, we didn't have the right kind of people. The 
kids in the club weren't the kids with the Jaycee or Lion's Club type of parents. Their 
parents mostly had to work too hard or they drank too much. Some were Jack 
Mormons, too rowdy and independent for the church. Instead of having horses because 
they had money to bum and it was fashionable, they had horses left over from when 
horses were important—which is an indication of how lazy they were about moving 
forward with the world. And they weren't up to getting after the limbs in the park on 
Sundays.
Generally, the lads in the horse club were people I wouldn't have been with if it 
weren't for the horses. They were invisible at school, didn't get good grades and didn't 
hang around for sports. If they weren't mousy and quiet, they were in trouble. But 
Gladys never blinked an eye at what her western renaissance was digging up, or how 
fixing up the park was a pipe dream.
Things like fixing up the park worried my dad and worried me, too. He couldn't 
do too much because his back hurt, from jumping off the concrete block wall in our 
backyard. He'd sicced his dog on the big yellow tom cat to teach the dog a lesson, but 
the dog knew how to kill cats, and he grabbed that cat by the back of the neck and 
shook him. The cat was already dead when dad jumped down there, yelling and 
swearing at the dog. A string of chiropractors couldn't fix Dad's back after that, and he
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always felt too discouraged to exercise and take walks like the doctors told him to. 
Fixing the cat episode would have done more for him, I think, but nobody could do 
that, or fix the other things that were broken. Strength he could muster was spent on an 
acreage we were trying to fix up in Big Bend, a few miles away from the park, where 
he thought he and mom would retire and raise a couple of calves every year. We dug 
holes and built a corral and stock chute, me holding boards while Dad scratched pencil 
marks then scratched them out and measured again, not happy with how the rough 
ground went up and down, how it made his fence look. Working on a whole tangled 
mess of park and broken trees and pieces of dance hall was too much for Dad and me 
to worry about.
Gladys wasn't worried, though. She knew everybody would come out to go 
riding in the hills, out the old trails to Three-fingered Jack, Rimrock, Round Top, Lone 
Willow Spring, and she knew how to get there. She knew where to cross the creek, to 
find a pretty view or a spring or how to get to the bleached bones of a ranch 
community that was long gone, killed when the highway looped around it or the price 
of cows went down or the water from the dam came up over the top of it. Gladys kept 
the ghost geography of my parents' past, like trails in and out of the pocked and golden 
spires of Leslie Gulch, trails that used to run up and down the Owyhee. If you went 
downriver, you went to Watson, up river you went to Hot Springs. My mother and my 
aunt were the last schoolteachers in those places before the water came up in 1935,
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covering the moonshiner with his same load of grain he hauled back and forth to 
Homedale, covering the house of Mrs. Bethel, who thought my eighteen-year old mom 
was after her ugly husband, covering the schoolhouse Mom warmed with sagebrush no 
one helped her cut, where one of the Fisher kids told her the world wasn't round cause 
his daddy said it wasn't. It's my memory of her stories, all under thirty or so feet of 
water, greenish water you can't look down into, though from the lake shore up you can 
look at the same red rock rims that were always there. You could climb them, but you 
had to watch for snakes.
The snakes were a part of the threat in the trails that weren't needed, and 
another threat was their very emptiness, like the submerged towns which could never 
fill up with old enemies and friends again. My father couldn’t go back and solve 
anything, and it haunted him. I had his love of the hills, but not his memories, and I 
couldn't get back the things he didn't remember but wanted to. In the red and white 
Jeep, we'd go to places he wanted so hard it would make him cry, "Isn't that pretty, 
Mim," at a little grove of locusts or cottonwoods. We'd see a mountain lion jump from 
one rim to another, or I'd catch a trout, and he'd be proud of me. There was always a 
six pack of beer, and he'd throw the empty cans out the window. One time I got out of 
the moving Jeep, teenage Puritan, and got the beer can and threw it in the bed of the 
Jeep with him screaming at me the whole way, "Goddamit I said leave it there!" That 
was a quiet ride home.
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Eventually I begin to figure out that the invitation was not to have my own 
desert, my own love for it, but somehow to reify his desert, his love, his past. And I 
wanted to, and tried. I rode the horses and I drank the summer storms in, storms that 
carried a peril in addition to flood or lightning or hail. It was the peril of entering all 
the other storms that had happened out there, the stories told about them. It was one 
thing to watch the sky from the back door of the store, another to pick your way 
through boulders, alone in a funnel of clay and sandstone while the sky was black and 
splitting overhead.
I liked to go with Gladys, instead of my dad, to the places my dad knew, 
because she was a cheerful encyclopedia of ways to "make a day of it," getting from 
some old stone corral to a rimrock where you could sit and eat a candy bar and get 
back to the truck and load the horses before dark. If she felt the names draining out of 
the country, it didn't make her sad.
I was on a ride with Gladys and kids and parents from the club one day when it 
stormed, a summer storm that came up out of the heat in the afternoon and we knew 
we'd be caught in it. Without my dad, I was responsible for being frightened. I 
expected Gladys to say something about riding up out of the gully, up on top where I 
suppose I would have become worried about being hit by lightning. But she just said 
something about we were going to get wet, and kept on chattering to the parents of 
the kids I was riding with. It got yellow out, and hailed a little, not the kind that knocks
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down the heavy-headed grain. But everything around us began to look bruised, 
booming and flashing and starting to rain and the horses couldn't stand it and we 
couldn't either, so we let them run up the gully in the rain, over rocks and holes, not 
completely out of control but barely hanging on to it. We let the horses run until they 
were breathing in heaves, a stupid thing for us to do. We were breathing like that, too, 
soaked and glowing with heat. Gladys didn't say a word to us when she rode up, 
though she never would have let a horse run like that. But it might have been hard in 
that moment to separate out storm, kids, and horses to blame anybody. Anyway, she 
let it go—it was all over with and not worth talking about.
My Mom would say, of thunderstorms, that the thunder means "the devil is 
beating his wife." A couple of years ago I was listening to audio tapes of a Koyukon 
woman from Hughes, and she used the same expression about thunder. "The devil is 
mad at his wife." Words get around, or storms bring them. In eastern Oregon, you 
knew you were about to be in a storm when the sky would glint yellowish grey, and 
the virga would start to come down like a filmy veil. The rough ground, the hills, 
showed the violence of these storms in washed out gullies and boulders planted in the 
trail and creek bottoms. There was nothing for the soil to hang onto when the water 
came down, nothing between the sagebrush and greasewood clumps but the barest, 
most fragile latticework of grasses and wildflowers. Running water cut like acid 
through that ground, cutting all the way down to the valley, to the cultivated fields of
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com and alfalfa, busting through the big irrigation canals, driving the farmers and the 
ditch riders crazy.
Despite what you see in the movies, horses can't run all the time. Dad would 
say this, and I paid attention, mostly. A fast walk was how I got anywhere, and if we 
kids wanted to race the horses we had to be out of sight of the adults. I ended up in a 
barbed wire fence one time, with trouble explaining the holes in my arm when I got 
home. Another time I knocked Rich Ocamica clear off his horse when we were chasing 
a coyote and both horses decided to meet on the same trail. There was always this real 
barbed wire and sharp rock world out there, beyond the cautions of my father I didn't 
believe, and whenever I came up against it I was surprised. Some other kids and I 
stayed in the hills on our horses one night until the moon and the rattlesnakes were 
both out, and I came close to being thrown twice when a snake buzzed under 
Comanche on the way home. The parents met us in trucks and cars where the paved 
roads stopped, just under the canal road, and I got a solid tongue.
Later on that summer, Gladys took me on a ride with the adult club, the Oregon 
Trail Riders. I expected this to be a tame affair, with a bunch of old timers telling lies, 
leaning over their saddle homs and letting the horses eat grass down along the creeks. 
But that isn't what we did. We rode up in the Owyhee Breaks on the far side of the 
reservoir, and those old codgers took their horses down the steep faces of bluffs a 
thousand feet above the dam, looking right down on the spillway. The Owyhee Dam
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had been one of the highest in the world when it was built, and I could scare myself 
standing on my own two feet looking down at it. So I got off and led Comanche 
down. Like the other horses, he was scooting on his butt and working his hind legs on 
the pea gravel slope. It was hard to hold onto the reins and stay out of his way. All the 
other riders were still in their saddles, enjoying the view and their confidence in their 
sure-footed mounts. It wasn't much comfort to me to know that my father would have 
been even more terrified than I was, here among his contemporaries. In these moments, 
and there were many of them, Gladys must've wondered if I was the buddy she was 
going to ride the Pacific Crest with.
We talked about the Pacific Crest ride off and on. I'd gone backpacking with a 
church group and I brought Gladys my new enthusiasms: backpacking and wanting to 
be a preacher, both ideas raising a wind of violent objection from her. People said 
Gladys wouldn't walk to the outhouse if she could catch a horse, which wasn't true, 
literally, because the outhouse was closer than the corral. But she didn't understand 
that there could be any benefit in walking, when there were horses in the world, or 
preaching, when people just were what they were, no matter what. She said, "You 
wanna spend your whole life pretending you're better than everybody else, and gettin' 
the rest of'em to pretend they're better than everybody, too?"
As I got older, kids told me stories about Gladys, like how she'd had her breasts 
cut off so they didn't bounce when she rode her horse, bullshit that anybody different
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gets behind their backs. I didn't buy any of the meanness, but I started to see the knot 
of horse club and grange hall people, the walking horse races, as something esoteric 
and separate from myself, a relic again, a relic of me.
By the time I went off to college, Gladys had lots of friends I didn't know 
anymore—from the races, from the auctions I missed. She and Pug got rid of the 
cows, so she had more leisure time and she took Tahoe out to a race at Zerbel's airstrip 
once or twice a month every summer. Often, I wouldn't even talk to Gladys when I 
came home, afraid she'd ask me about riding the Pacific Crest or going to the auction 
with her. The auction was in the same town where I was going to college, but it might 
as well have been on the other side of the moon.
As he felt his control over me diminish, Dad pulled harder, and I scrambled 
away from him, leaving behind a few obligations that I see now as belonging to me, 
though his troublesome presence was all around them. Dad told me one day that he 
was going to let Zeugers take care of Comet. Their little girl, Annie, would ride him. 
Another day, he told me that he'd sold Comanche to Gladys. He'd tell me these things, 
how Gladys was winning races, how she’d said something about me, and I’d feel this 
immense heaviness moving down on me, like an accusation about my neglect. But I 
couldn't figure out if I was neglecting him or me, I couldn't sort it out then. So I 
wouldn't say anything, then he'd say, "Annie really loves Comet. You kind of lost 
interest, didn't you?" When Comet died, Annie was home from college. While he was
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dying she spent the whole night in the bam with him, with her arms around his neck.
So I thought I’d keep myself away from Gladys and the horses, too, though 
Gladys would have thought it was nonsense, if I had tried to explain it to her. I 
couldn't have explained it, anyway. What I'd guess now is that Dad and I were fighting 
over Gladys and the hills, over who they belonged to and which one of us was right 
when our stories didn't line up, as if somebody had to be right. We never did figure it 
out—where the one of us stopped and the other began. I still don't know, but now I'd 
just like to lay all these things out, and watch the clouds pile up and blow away. Just 
sitting beside each other is all we need.
Gladys died of a heart attack one summer morning, getting ready to go to town 
in the truck. One minute she was talking, and the next minute she was dead. A 
consistent and enviable performance on earth, I think, but then we see most people 
from the outside, see the gullies but not the storms that make them. It's usually only 
between parents and children that things get awfully complicated, that the separateness 
of our bodies can't quite pull the integument of dreams apart.
I hadn't ever gone to see either horse, though I'd take the car and drive by 
Comet, just so I could see if he looked the same. One time I went up on the State 
Line Road where I could look down on Gladys and Pug's place, and I saw Comanche 
out in the field, switching his long Thoroughbred tail. Later, when I saw Gladys in 
town, I asked her about Comanche and she said, "Well, he's a little lazy."
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"You should sell him," I said, but she never did. She kept him around their 
place for years. She might have been doing that for me or for Dad, but I don't think so. 
She probably kept him just because he was so pretty, with all that bright white blanket 
and black spots, and because she was the only one who could get him to pay attention.
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PEOPLE ON THE FERRY
56
I
In the morning, a few minutes before seven, I leave Jim and Kari asleep in the cabin and 
walk up to the cafeteria to sit and drink coffee and watch the sea and sky grow lighter. 
We are two days out of Prince Rupert, British Columbia, headed for the ferry terminal 
at Haines, Alaska and back onto the highway to our home in Nelchina. We have gone 
out of our way to make this ferry trip; it is a break from solid ground. We could have 
driven all the way home through the crystal frozen interior and we wouldn't have put 
any more miles on the truck, but we would have missed all the west slope of the 
Canadian Rockies and the coastal range, the trees growing larger and the air moister 
until snow gives way to a shroud of rain and fog, streaming on the windshield, hiding 
all but the toes of cedar and hemlock and white spruce, hinting of giants. Prince 
Rupert, at night when we arrived there, was a collection of smeary lights through rain. 
Entering the ocean this way, the uncertainty is mythic.
I can't tell what kind of weather is out there this morning, but I can feel that the 
boat is humming and travelling evenly through a calm. Because it is still dark, I can't 
know if it is a calm made by the mountains wrapped around us, in a narrow channel of 
the inland passageway, or if it is a more general calm, a calm sea everywhere on this 
northern coast.
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We passed Wrangell in the night, and there are new passengers on board, new 
faces already out in the narrow hallways of the cabin deck, shuffling up towards the 
daylight as I am doing. I am curious about them, why they are here. For a landlubber 
like me, merely riding on the sea is exotic, so it is hard to imagine that this is just 
another highway.
At the cafeteria, there is a woman sitting behind the counter reading a book. 
She is wearing the white shirt and dark blue slacks which is the uniform of the Alaska 
State Ferry system. A few yards away, an older Native woman stands, leaning on a 
cane. She looks at the woman seated by the cash register, but does not come close 
enough to get in the woman's direct line of vision, so the woman continues to read. 
With a slightly exasperated shrug, the Native woman turns and hobbles back towards 
the table. She doesn't look at me, but I know the shrug was for me, for our customer 
solidarity against the impersonal officialdom of cafeterias and uniforms.
When I set my books down on a table near the window, the Native woman is at 
a table next to me. "I can't find out what time they open," she says.
"I'll find out," I say.
When I ask the woman at the cash register what time the cafeteria opens, she 
smiles at me and puts down her book. "Seven. If my usual crew was here, they'd be 
open now. But these guys go by the rules." She angles her face away from the food line 
before adding, "I'll be so glad when my own crew gets back."
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"Well, may I get some coffee?" I ask her, since it is still two minutes to seven. 
"You sure can, honey," she says. The "honey" lets me know where I am. I am in a small 
town diner, except that I'm on a boat, in the middle of the inland passage on the way to 
Alaska, and this is the hardened and wise and kind waitress, fifty or so, except the 
bleached hair is short, the cigarette is gone, the makeup is underdone. The odd stranger 
intimacy between women is here, however, and I thank her as I pay for the coffee, and 
smile to let her know I hope she gets her own crew back soon.
To that woman at the cash register just now, the Native woman was invisible, 
and this invisibility is a curiosity to me. I noticed the Native woman as soon as I walked 
down the hallway into the cafeteria, and I can feel her eyes on me as I move back to the 
table with the coffee. She is a large woman, not yet a very old woman—perhaps sixty, 
perhaps seventy. She has black and white hair, not grey. Her face is very broad, folded 
and smooth, darkening around the valleys of her large eyes. I want to help her, as I am 
a perpetual child who always wants to please older people, though most people in the 
world are now younger than I am. Also, I have seen that her failed claim on the cash 
register woman's attention puts her against the hidden motion of this boat, its unspoken 
rules.
"I want to have some breakfast," she says, "but I don't know what they have." 
Well, of course she had to walk past the big black sign with the white magnetic letters 
that tells what they serve. Later I will find out that she is no stranger to this ferry boat
58
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
and its black and white magnetic signs. But she wants to talk about what they are 
serving for breakfast with someone, and this dialog is not encouraged by the cafeteria 
system. Today I will be her human link to breakfast, and I am pleased.
"Shall I help you?" I ask her, and she says, "Yes," and so she heaves herself up 
from the bench, and moves slowly out from between the tables with her cane. We look 
at the menu on the wall together. She orders oatmeal, and we go around the line, 
putting this and that on the tray. I carry the tray for her, get the butter, put ice in the 
water. This is no different from helping any older person, and yet it is a little bit 
different from helping most older people. There are no effusive thanks, no apologies for 
having difficulty in walking and carrying a tray at the same time. Without much smiling, 
there is a comfortable formality between us which never moves to the friendliness that 
might require explanation and apology.
I sit and talk with Hallie for much of the day, between small adventures with my 
daughter, Kari. Kari has the kids' toy room located, down on the cabin deck, but the 
forward lounge is also a good place to play Barbies, so she drags Jim or me up and 
down the stairs. We alleged adults are a little dreamy, here between foggy shorelines. 
Jim has a Tom Clancy novel shoved under one arm, as he is relocated again and again 
by our enthusiastic daughter, and he would like nothing better than to find just one 
place to sit and read it. I am carrying a book around, too, like a prop, but off and on all 
day I return to the cafeteria where Hallie is waiting for me. I carry her food, learn the
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names of her children and grandchildren.
When Hallie sees I have a notebook, she assumes I will want to write down 
things about her. She says, "I can tell you some things you can write down," and she 
makes a little project of me. We draw pictures of how she cuts salmon, both for the 
strips and for the "newspaper style" where the fish is cut in layers but not all the way 
through, so that the cut fish is laid out in a big sheet, three times as wide as the uncut 
fish. I write down the recipe for the brine, and how long the fish should stay in the 
brine. I write down "green hemlock" and "alder," though I will not be within 200 miles 
of a hemlock when I smoke my fish, and I draw a picture of the smokehouse she 
describes, with Hallie correcting what I draw, making sure I get it right. I tell her I 
won't be able to cut the fish the way she does, unless I have the knife in my hands and 
my hands learn the work, because that is how I learn things, but she shakes her head at 
me and says, "I know you understand this. I can tell by watching your eyes." Then, in 
the same tone of voice and with the same patience, she gives me a recipe for her baked 
chicken, which uses barbecue sauce, Lee and Perrins, onion, green pepper, garlic and 
cheese.
I tell Hallie how we smoke our fish from the Copper River in a hot smokehouse 
which kippers the fillets, and she tells me it is all wrong, not to do it that way anymore. 
She is very serious about this.
There is a tape, she tells me, of the Klawock dance group when she took them
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to the Fairbanks Native Arts Festival in 1978. Someone promised her a video tape of 
her group's performance, but she didn't ever get it. "Could you find that for me?" she 
asks, and I tell her I will try. She tells me about some people she knew in Fairbanks, but 
I only know a couple of them. She sends her greetings with me, to them, and I wonder 
why it is that this kind of greeting is so much better than the mail or the phone, this 
human relay which says "I have seen and touched this person who sends their greeting 
to you. They really exist, still."
We get hungry again, not surprising after all the talk of food, so we eat 
cheeseburgers together and we still have fries and water on the table when the boat 
starts to ride big swells, tipping back and forth so that we catch the plates and glasses 
each time they reach the edge. We are entering Frederick Sound, and the swells are 
coming at us from the wide Pacific entrance. The wet brown rocks and feathery trees 
that were so close to us an hour ago, and the little flags that marked our daylight way 
through the channel, are gone. We are in a wide, grey ocean.
Hallie draws me a picture of Prince of Wales Island, with the roads to Craig, 
Hollis and Hydaburg drawn out in thin strands from Klawock. When she adds on the 
little roads that go to logging camps, Klawock looks like the sun, sending out its rays 
over the wet, forested island.
A young waiter strolls past us, comically exaggerating trying to walk with the 
swaying boat, and he says, "I think we are lost," conspiratorially but loud, so that
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everyone can hear him. "If I was talking to another Tlingit woman," says Hallie, "I 
would say, 'he likes himself too much.'" I agree that this is so, happy to be invited to the 
underground of Tlingit women's commentary on young, cocky waiters, however 
briefly.
I like being made aware of the unwritten system that Native people have, 
where you share what you get, and the younger people look to the older people for 
advice on the right way to live and the right way to make things, and they take care of 
them without really thinking about it, or the thinking about it is a part of the obligation, 
felt but permanent. The sharing between family households is part of my heritage, too, 
from rural eastern Oregon, but the constant identification of self as part of a "we," as in 
"we this community" or "we these women," is a gift from little towns along Alaskan 
rivers. I recognize connections outside my family, or perhaps it is my family which has 
been extended. Somehow when the thinking goes, "This is what we are," instead of, 
"This is what I  am doing," the thinking about taking care of other people, for example, 
is affirmed and not uprooted. To say that Native people affirm their connections is an 
idealistic and generalizing way to look at Natives, but it is also a real aspect of life in 
the communities where I have lived. I believe that it has helped me to appreciate being 
a female in my own family, being able to say: this is what we do, we women, sharing 
food and talk and the right ways to make things. This is a gift I make use of. But there 
is more. There are gifts I can't make use of, can’t melt down, things I must learn to
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accept in both senses.
I am on the Kobuk on a fall day, a colorful August day of bright yellow willows 
and red blueberry bushes, nippy and clear. Jim and I have been moose hunting and we 
are motoring home in Brian's boat, past the white wall tents and fish-drying racks of 
people we know from villages downriver. We have another woman with us, Debbie, a 
Park Service employee who has come to the Kobuk to leam about its people and how 
to plan the parks around them. And when Josephine Woods, a woman we know from 
Shungnak, comes down the beach to wave us in to her fish camp, Debbie says, "No, we 
mustn't. We cant disturb the people while they are engaged in their subsistence 
activities."
"She wants us to visit," we point out, "and she probably has something good to 
eat," we add. Debbie is a friendly, reasonable person, but like all Park Service 
indoctrinated people, she wants the upper Kobuk treated like a living museum. We are 
not supposed to eat and visit with the displays. We argue a bit, with Josephine standing 
on the bank, looking at us. Finally Debbie gives in, and we motor over.
"What's wrong, do you think I'm from NANA?" Josephine asks, then she laughs 
and we all laugh after her, a little nervously I think, because Josephine has nailed the 
issue directly. NANA is the regional Native corporation, and their stance is necessarily 
political and often anti-white. Upper Kobuk people have minds of their own, though, 
and Josephine was reminding us of that. To assume "they all think alike" is just as
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prejudicial as "they all look alike." Debbie is beginning to see that Eskimos on the 
Kobuk are not monolithic in their opinions and personalities, but this embryonic sense 
of the Kobuk country's complexity will later desert her as she writes for her NPS 
questionnaire the question, "Do white people bother you?"
Josephine feeds us half-dried salmon and lingonberries with seal oil and sugar. 
We soak up the warm food and the orange light of an angled sun through white canvas. 
Josephine's husband, Wesley, sings us a song in Inupiaq. We don't understand the 
words, or the dance he tells us about and even tries to explain. We have this in common 
with most of the Native people our age. I think it is very kind of him to give us this 
song, a little like pearls before swine or maybe more like one concentric ripple from the 
center of a story. If we come again, if we hear the song again, if we build the small 
circle around the little stove again and again, listening every time, then we will 
remember a just a bit and the song will build into us, with the fish and the berries and 
the river and we'll know something about something, about the center of this culture so 
close to where the ripple starts. We stay until the sunlight goes behind Cosmos, then 
we go out and get ribs and liver from the moose, leave it with them and start the boat 
downriver for the boat landing.
The ferry will pull into Sitka at six p.m., and this is where Hallie will get off. 
Hallie tells us that her daughter will pick her up and take her to the hospital, where the 
doctors will look at Hallie's knee and check out some other troubles she's been having.
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When the loudspeaker tells us that Sitka passengers can disembark, Kari and I walk 
Hallie down the sloping metal ramp from the boat to the terminal building. I am putting 
ajar o f my mom's peaches in Hallie's bag when the daughter clicks up in heels. She asks 
me what I'm doing, and I feel embarrassed. Here I am, some strange white person, 
rooting around in her mother’s luggage. Hallie says, "She helped me, on the boat." I am 
still on the suspicion list of this well-dressed, curt daughter, who says, "Well, she 
better." But Hallie is smiling one of her first smiles at us, and it lifts most of the clouds 
off the moment. "Take care of yourself," I say. We say goodbye and Jim brings the 
dogs down off the boat to play fetch. It's seven miles to town and we missed the only 
bus, so we'll see Sitka some other year. We run around in circles in the rain for nearly 
an hour, in someone's big equipment yard next to the ferry terminal.
II
Kari can't believe we have a room on a boat, with a whole bathroom in it and even a 
shower. We can hardly ever get her to take a shower at home so we are amazed when 
she demands a shower right away on the boat, and takes one after we get the water just 
the right temperature. She washes her hair and rinses it all by herself, and reminds us 
that she has done this so that we congratulate her. Then the bath towels go up as stage 
curtains between our packs and the one chair, and we are treated to a most amazing 
puppet show featuring Barbie no. 1, Barbie no. 2, and the large plastic dinosaurs called,
65
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
for the moment, "Tony" and "Lisha." Barbie no. 1 is eaten by Tony, but Lisha is a 
doctor dinosaur and she fixes the previously dead Barbie. Tony is eventually returned 
to kindness by the wise Lisha and all is well again in Barbie land. We are in this 
honeycomb cell of our own family, and around us are other travellers, stacked together 
for a few days, our destinations as similar as they ever can be.
We turn outward to the air and the sea every few hours. I walk around the 
decks, staring at the other passengers, wondering why they are on this swaying ferry in 
the grey winter sea, instead of eating a bag of peanuts on MarkAir or Alaska Airlines 
and arriving at their destinations in time for supper. One answer is that some of them 
are locals, like Hallie, and this is their highway. But no answer is ever quite as good as 
its question.
Outside and to the front of the boat in the early morning, I am in front of the 
main lounge and below the pilothouse. It's dark, and the air is cold and half sea itself, 
but there are lights from the shore, which is close to us now on either side. There are 
green lights on buoys to starboard, red lights to port. They mark the narrow channel. 
Once in a while a spotlight shines out from the pilot deck above me, illuminating the 
wet rocks of an island or a reef which would have been covered in high tide. I can 
barely stretch up on my toes to look up and behind me to the upper deck, see the heads 
of one or two crew moving in the pilothouse, looking, talking. A man I presume to be 
the captain walks out on the upper deck. He is portly and grey-bearded. I wonder if his
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appearance got him his position or if he adopted it afterwards. This occupation is 
strongly in the traditions carried down from sailing, from steam. This is a ferry boat and 
not a triple-masted schooner, but the descendants of the mythic seafarers are here, and 
this is the real ocean, hiding the real reefs and rocks. Above me is a room full of radar 
and radios, legacy of navigational technology achieved during the second World War, 
where mysterious signals vectoring with satellites locate us precisely on the surface of 
the sea, between the hazards of this channel. But the power we give this crew, those of 
us against the rail in our little coats or inside the glass room in the lounge chairs or 
sleeping in the cabins, is as absolute as ever—because the rocks are just as hard and we 
are just as fragile, riding this metal tub.
I don't see any women in the crew. There must be some women working as 
mates or other crew on these ferries, despite the strong maritime folklore against their 
presence. But I have only seen women working in the cafeteria, women cleaning the 
rooms. I finger my own prejudices here, and wonder if I would be comforted to see a 
woman's silhouette up in the pilothouse. There is Joe Hazelwood of the Exxon Valdez 
to consider, and also the captain of the Princess Sophia, who went down with his ship 
in these waters in 1918. There were boats all around the Princess Sophia that could 
have rescued her passengers and crew, but the captain wanted the people to be taken 
off the reef-stuck passenger liner by another ship of his company, the Canadian Pacific 
Railway. And then it was too late. Much of the history of the territory went down with
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those 400 passengers, among them the young halfbreed man who was a close 
companion of Hudson Stuck, Walter Harper. Harper was the first person to set his foot 
on the top of Denali. One hopes for captains less concerned about companies, about 
countries.
The silhouette I imagine to be the captain does not look down. I am attracted to 
this sturdy man-shape, peering into the darkness beyond me. I am delighted by the 
primeval caretaking nature of his profession, the specificity of circumstances through 
which he guides this boat. I recognize how I am affected by the cap, by the beard, how 
I wish his wisdom to extend beyond the depth of this channel, how I wish for him to be 
a wise man, now that I have trusted him with my life. I wonder about my willingness to 
hand myself over to this guy in a cap; I feel the sexualness of this idea, and even a tinge 
of the troublesome dependence which can follow sexual attraction, which is somehow 
very like the wish for captains to be wise. Is this an ingredient in how hard it is for my 
culture to hand over authority, even very specific authority, to women? Of young men's 
fear of older women who are immune to dependence upon them? Of this deep 
identification of control with male sexuality? And 1 wonder what convolutions of self it 
must take for a woman to wear that cap.
ffl
Kari and Jim and I walk into the carpeted main lounge, where the big windows wrap
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clear around the front of the boat. The lights are dimmed here and big reclining chairs 
are bolted to the floor in rows. A few sleeping bags are still laid out between the chairs, 
though most of the people in the lounge are by the windows, watching the grey water 
and the islands slowly changing shapes. A few minutes ago Kari and Jim saw four killer 
whales leaping along next to the ferry, and Kari's eyes are bright with the black and 
white flashing memory of them.
Near the window, there is a round woman in a Russian-style sealskin hat, head 
back and eyes closed, singing quietly. She has headphones on, and the headphones are 
connected to some kind of instrument she is playing on the table in front of her. It looks 
like a Ouija board more than a keyboard, but it has some keys on it, and many other 
symbols and knobs. The woman in the sealskin hat scrambles her short fingers over the 
board as she sings, and never opens her eyes. She is remarkable in that room full of 
passengers in her isolation from them.
"Mom, what is that lady doing?" Kari asks me, not softly. Several people turn 
to look at Kari, recognizing a four-year-old's loud curiosity and its potential to stun 
and embarrass her parents. "Oh, what odd family prejudice or practice is about to be 
revealed now?" their glances seem to ask. But I head any such entertaining revelation 
off at the pass. I say, "Shhhh. She's singing. That's her instrument." That seems to 
satisfy Kari, so that her attention falls on the strange instrument and not on the 
strangeness of the woman in her rapt solitude. We settle our books and Barbies across
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from the woman.
There is a man next to the woman in the sealskin hat. He is smaller, and 
slender, with short grey hair and a beard and mustache. I think he is the perfect French 
trapper type, with his thick wool shirt, his neat small face and black eyes. He has one 
arm around the singing woman, holding on to her although she is busy in her own 
world, anchoring her to the big chairs in the lounge inside the blue and white boat. He 
smiles at Kari and nods his head at us in acknowledgement of our proximity, then goes 
on with his job of hanging on to the large musician woman. In the dearth of 
conversation from the pair, I imagine that it has been a lonely winter of trapping for 
him and that he is bringing a sweetheart back to his cabin in the woods. Perhaps she is 
his cousin and it is a marriage of convenience. She used to be an opera singer, and still 
dreams of chesty soprano parts. These speculations entertain me, even while I know 
they are not nearly as interesting as the real people. Their silence invites the legendary 
and stereotypic from my personal store of Alaskana: He will teach her to make biscuits 
and fry salmon and moose. He will have to buy a generator so she can play the 
Ouija/keyboard. She is learning to love him.
When we see them later in the cafeteria, his arm is still around her, and he is 
grinning a gap-toothed smile at us. Now they are both wearing fur hats. Kari is happy 
to see them again and goes right over and asks the woman about her "instermint." We 
find out the woman is Tlingit, from Klukwan, and she and her husband, Jesus, live with
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her mother's family. Sometimes she brings all her sound equipment on the ferry, and her 
friends do, too, and then they make rock and roll music all day, wherever they are 
going. Very slowly, and with a heavy accent, Jesus tells us, "My wife is a composer." 
He gives her shoulder an extra squeeze and she squeezes him back, giggling. "He's 
Italian," she says, and adds, "My mother made his hat." The hat is sealskin, like hers, 
but with a broad, fastened-up brim that reads "Jesus," in sequins. I think she already 
loves him.
IV
There is an old man I've seen every day since we started from Prince Rupert. He's 
usually smoking outside on the deck or just standing behind a door or stairway where 
he can get out of the wind, or sitting in the lounges by himself. He's thin and nearly 
transparent, with longish white hair and a straggly beard that emerges unevenly from all 
around his face. He has a big red plaid wool jacket on, and he looks straight ahead, 
even when people are pushed up against him, talking and eating. I've seen this look 
before, on my own father. This was the look my father wore when he was sitting in the 
back room of our family grocery store, thinking, thinking about being some place else, 
or some other time, and he was annoyed with those of us in his real surroundings, or 
just wanted to be alone and couldn't figure out any other way to get there. It's probably 
the vestigial urge to annoy my father that makes me want to say hello to the man in the
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red wool jacket.
When I finally do say hello, the greeting misses him by a mile, hitting the people 
at the next table, who stop their conversation and turn to look at me. It makes me 
wonder if the man is senile, or deaf, or very determined not to respond. I decide to 
leave him alone.
But a few hours later I am walking by a lounge and the old man catches my eye 
for just a second, then unhinges his gaze again, so it seems there is someone in there 
who might want to talk. I sit myself down next to him, in the row of lounge chairs 
facing the empty row of lounge chairs on the other side of the room. The chairs are 
bolted to the floor; there is no way to sit down and face the man without being 20 feet 
away from him. And I am not in the way of his gaze, which is blankly forward again. I 
say "hello" anyway, and I comment on the snow line, considerably farther down the 
slopes here in the Lynn Canal than it was at Petersburg. It makes the mountains look 
like they have long petticoats on, but I don't mention this. There is a long silence. I am 
a pest, I think, and I look around the room, hoping that a graceful exit behavior will 
now occur to me.
"Well," says Leonard, which turns out to the old man's name—Leonard Joseph, 
"It's colder here than it is in Ketchikan. Ketchikan is a good place to winter."
I'm looking at Leonard's bedroll, on the floor against the metal wall, the only 
wall without chairs bolted against it. He has a full-length Thermarest mattress and a
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Woods Bag, the wool, down and canvas bag famous among old-time outdoorsmen for 
sturdiness and warmth. You can sleep outside in even an Alaskan winter if you have a 
"four star" bag—and a dog team or snowmachine to carry it for you. It's a heavy bag, 
and most backpackers have never heard of it. There is large worn frame pack next to 
the bedroll, and a pair of scuffed up Redwing boots, the tops laid over, next to the 
pack. The bedroll and pack and boots form a neat line against the wall. On his feet, 
Leonard has a pair of "Romeos," those slip-on leather shoes with the little triangle of 
elastic between the toe and the heel but below the ankle, and some not quite white 
socks.
Romeos are old person shoes, and everyone seems to know this, though the 
shoes are much too comfortable not to be shared with younger generations. I was 
swinging Kari in a Fairbanks playground one time and a neighbor girl about eight years 
old came over to visit with us. She sang us the songs she was learning from the other 
kids at her school, jump rope rhymes and "Glory Hallelujah, teacher hit me with the 
ruler," songs remarkably like the ones I learned 30 years ago, 3000 miles away. Then 
she asked me if I was Kari's grandmother. Taking a breath, I said no, I was Kari's 
mother, and why did she think I was her grandmother? "You have old shoes," the girl 
said. I was wearing my Romeos.
Leonard was a civil engineer for the U. S. Army during the second world war, 
and after. He worked on communications stations, and spent most of his time out in
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small stations in western Alaska, around Bristol Bay and up as far as Unalakleet. "I 
spent some time here in Haines, too," he said, "but it's too cold. I like Ketchikan in the 
winter because it doesn’t take much to keep warm." I look at the bedroll, again. It 
doesn't look like Leonard is getting off here. "Going to Haines?" I ask him. "No, I just 
like to ride around," he says. It occurs to me that Leonard might be a very familiar face 
on this loop, the long way around that goes out to Sitka, up to Haines and Skagway, 
and back down the channel openings to Ketchikan, a journey of just over a week.
Senior citizens ride free.
Trying not to talk too much, but wanting to, I say the chili wasn't too bad in the 
cafeteria. "Bah!" Leonard says. "This food is no good. They don't care what they serve 
here." He had pancakes and the middles were runny dough, he says. He adds, "I make 
the best pancakes in the world." This is said without any self-irony, as he turns to me in 
the first direct, head on gaze we've had, and his eyes are very blue, with little slices of 
black circles in the irises. "I had one of those griddles, and one of those pans, too, with 
the coating on them, they call it 'Silverstone,' and I left them leaning against the 
dumpster." When Leonard says "Silverstone," he squeezes the word out of his mouth 
distastefully. I don't think the cook crew on the ferry is using Silverstone, but I get 
what he means, about short cuts, about mistreating the food and not caring.
Jim and Kari come up and, surprisingly, Leonard introduces himself, leaning on 
the arm of the chair in Jim's direction. Kari looks at Leonard and at the sleeping bag
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and gear against the wall. I feel a question coming, maybe one I would ask, too, but she 
keeps it to herself and crawls into the chair beside me, content to watch the grey water 
and the forest slide away from us. Later she will tell me that Leonard lives on the ferry, 
and I trust her knowledge of this. Jim and Leonard talk about cast iron and cook 
stoves. Jim wants to talk about trapping, out west, but Leonard always drags the 
conversation back to cooking. "No, there's another kind of fry pan I mean. Not cast 
iron. Not this new stuff. Do you remember those steel pans, those thick ones with the 
long handles they used to make?" Jim does, I don't. "Well, I found one, in a pawn shop. 
And I knew the fellow didn't know what it was worth. And I gave the guy two bucks 
for it. And so I have a pan like that, and a griddle made out of the same stuff, that 
curves up at both ends, and it never sticks, never does." Well, doesn't it warp, I ask, if 
it isn't cast iron and the fire cools down on one side? "Nope, never does. It's thick, 
thick steel."
Leonard bakes bread, too—somewhere. I don't quite get where this cabin is 
that he's talking about— in Ketchikan, or Haines, or somewhere out on the Bering Sea 
Coast, and I can't tell if this is Leonard’s present time or his memory "Friends come 
down to see me and I cook. That's what I like to do, is cook."
The smell of Leonard and his stuff is all around us now. Not unwashed, exactly, 
but a kind of cabin smell, out of place with the metal and plastic and diesel of the 
humming boat. It is like visiting the little houses of old men we know, full of smoke and
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coffee and the sweaty sweetness of a bed roll slept in night after night. Now Leonard is 
showing Jim the curve of the griddle, thumb and two fingers held stiffly out, stained 
yellow to the first joints, describing the curve with his whole arm from the elbow. In 
this motion, he is dignified and spare and eloquent.
Well, my father would do this, too—talk to strangers, come out of isolation to 
hold court on a favorite subject, such as a fishing lure for bass or picking a ripe 
cantaloupe. That is when I would hear my father as the knowledgeable, expressive man 
he could be when you caught him unawares, no axes to grind, no lessons to impart. I 
used to be jealous of strangers, that my father would talk to them as if we were all 
good people already and did not need to be improved, as if we could all share what we 
knew and take the other knowledge home, reciprocally. There would be a lot more 
swearing when my father talked, of course, mostly "helluvas." But then I am a woman, 
so for Leonard that strange, excluding chivalry of old men is probably in effect. I 
wonder if Leonard has any family. But I don't feel like asking; he has already gone out 
of his way.
"You know what I'm talking about, you people," Leonard says to us, about 
having a good cook stove. He says this with a near-smile, then, "Well, I need to get a 
cigarette," and he's up on those pin legs, walking out of the lounge very slowly but 
straight, with the kind of inward attention that I was mistaken about, that made me 
think he might be mentally ill, or sick, when I first saw him. Still, it is hard to say how
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deep the silence is he crossed, to talk to us.
Haines is our stop. We will be in Haines Junction on the Alaska Highway by ten 
o'clock tonight, and we'll be in Nelchina by tomorrow afternoon. I think the universe is 
going to seem a little scattered and less contained for the next few days, perhaps more 
dangerous. I have grown accustomed to this boat, where I have the boat in common 
with the other travelers. It is a foothold, a foothold on the sea.
When we get off the ferry I look around for Leonard, to say goodbye, and I find 
him in the lounge with the tiny tables, playing solitaire. When he sees me he raises his 
hand, "Have a good trip, now," he says.
77
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
THE SOUND OF A MEADOWLARK
78
My daughter cried when I sent the multi-media computer back to the company the 
other day. It was still under warranty, and it was easier to send it back than to get 
anyone to answer the technical support "800" number they furnished with the machine. 
We'll get another computer, but I understand Kari's tears. She says "wolf' and out pops 
a howling picture. She says "snake" and the thing gives us a list: do we want to see 
snake eggs or hear a rattlesnake rattle? I had only one initial request of this marvelous 
device, and that was to hear a meadowlark. There was "find," and there was "play," and 
then here was the little yellow and brown-speckled bird, a photo, and here came those 
seven or eight notes with their impossible intervals, competently recorded but lacking 
the life of the meadowlark. This is why I did not cry along with Kari.
My lack of knowledge about meadowlarks is pretty appalling, given my hunger 
to hear one. The sound of a meadowlark is a very early memory from eastern Oregon, 
where I grew up. For me, the meadowlark's song is associated with the smell of freshly 
cut hay, that warm exhalation of breath from the earth. But the first hay cutting is not 
made until after Memorial Day, and I am not sure at all if meadowlarks are singing, 
then.
Curious about this once I got the idea of meadowlark in my head, I called up 
Althea Hughes, who lives up at Gakona and knows a lot about birds. She told me what
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I thought I knew, that there aren’t any meadowlarks around here, and they've only 
stumbled into Southeast Alaska a few times, by mistake. In the early century, one was 
spotted near Craig, Alaska, and, as was the custom in those days, the bird enthusiast 
"took it" the next day to prove to the world he had seen it. A meadowlark's song, says 
Althea, is supposed to be more dramatic in the western species than the eastern, and is 
probably associated with their mating and nesting season in the spring, though she 
couldn't find any literature that said that or limited the occasions for their singing.
I'd like to know more about meadowlarks, almost as much as I'd like to hear 
one. I believe I should know a lot about the things I love, but I often don't, and I'm not 
sure how I come to love them. Perhaps the first memory of a meadowlark is "just" 
sound, then I learn it is a bird singing, then I learn the bird's name and so on, detail by 
detail, if I am so lucky as to be able to say it is the meadowlark I want to know about 
and not the hay field, to be able to separate them, initially, and if I am so lucky again to 
have a parent or friend of naturalist inclination around me to answer my questions, or a 
well-informed computer to be nudged toward when I return from the out of doors. But 
was the longing to hear meadowlarks an ingredient of the first meadowlark song I 
heard? Or does every association and its loss, as in summer, as in childhood, as in 
eastern Oregon as it was when I heard meadowlarks, and every story about 
meadowlarks, mix into and append this longing? Will this kind of desire for lost 
moments accrete in my daughter, around the nervous clicking of a hard drive as it
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searches for a picture of snake eggs?
I like to think a meadowlark is more "other" than a computer, more unlike me, 
so that loving its sound is less narcissistic than loving a computer, which is the 
corporeal form of a human idea. Put grossly, I see it as a contrast between art and 
nature, art being a human order or vision imposed between what is and the observor of 
what is. Mathematics, then, which allows the binary movement to express itself, 
through all the circuitry and logical arrangements I do not understand, into this 
interactive encyclopedia which so entrances my child, is also art. Nature, in this broad 
dichotomy, is what comes to us without human filter, though there is the sticky little 
philosophical problem that sensual perception of any kind is already a filter. But most 
people would agree that a meadowlark is "nature" and a computer is not, though none 
of us can satisfactorily know what nature means. Whatever it is, though, most of us 
must have it in our lives, and we want our children to have it. I believe I have to go "to 
nature" to see a meadowlark, and I am not sure what you have to do to hear one.
Last July I went to Colorado to work with the people who suppress wild fires 
there, and on a day off I chased a meadowlark from fence post to fence post for several 
hundred yards on a deserted ranch road without hearing so much as a peep out of him. 
At least I thought it was a him—see, I don't know much about meadowlarks. Although 
a meadowlark pursued by a panting human might not feel like singing no matter what 
season it is, it may still be that they only sing in the early spring, and that summer hay
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fields have been tumbled into the sound of their singing by my untrustworthy 
KitchenAid bread hook of a memory.
I can't remember when I last heard a meadowlark, and that is part of the 
problem. I live in Alaska, where meadowlarks are merely "accidental," but there are 
other joys, and I go "outside" to the Lower 48 infrequently, seldom in the spring and 
summer, which are the busiest times for our work. So I am not sure if I heard a 
meadowlark with my father, in the last spring he was alive, when he could still drive the 
van and we went up the Owyhee River to go swimming. I am not sure if I heard one 
when I went up to visit Carol Schultz at her ranch the same spring, when the snow was 
still around her high pasture fences. Two years before that spring, I went to Idaho in 
mid-summer and worked at the fire center in Boise. I got off shift at three in the 
morning, and I'd have to walk around before I could go to sleep. I remember the hay 
fields, again, the smell of them with the sun coming up. The meadowlark song is there, 
tangled with the senses, but its sweetness cuts through them and makes the memory 
unreliable. I am nearly sure I heard a meadowlark on the road between Greenleaf and 
Wilder, by that big globe willow tree, but I cannot imagine why I would have stopped a 
vehicle on that narrow little highway. I couldn't have heard a meadowlark while I was 
driving in my car.
The sound of a meadowlark, for those who have not heard one, is like whistled 
lace. It is sweet and sour and piquant on the tongue. Each time I hear a meadowlark is
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like the first time I heard human voices in harmony—the joy of it was so in the moment 
and not out of it that it made a physical hurt in my chest.
To say that the sound of a meadowlark is "like" something else is surprising.
But there is music, as mathematical as any computer. So perhaps it is possible to go to 
art, a human thing, to hear meadowlarks, although that isn't what art would call them. 
Some music returns in the mind at such unexpected intervals and at times so below 
thought that I cannot remember when it is I've heard it. It lives in whole moments, 
sewn into the fabric of passing landscapes, inextricable from story. It lives like nature 
lives, in us. And if art and nature are no longer held apart by their names and our 
reluctance to embrace ourselves as a part of nature, then what is inadequate about the 
computer is not its mathematics, that human art. What is wrong with the computer, or 
the meadowlark in the computer, is its very useful assumption, the one science rests on 
and the one I continue to hold in spite of trying to relinquish it, that I can know 
anything permanently, or stop anywhere to learn it.
Barry Lopez retells a story of how Coyote loses his wife and insures that dead 
people will stay dead and we can never have them back again. Coyote is about to bring 
his dead wife back, past the dead country's threshold, but he breaks the rules and looks 
at her and touches her too soon. He cannot bear not to look at her. He cannot bear not 
to touch her. Sometimes Coyote is so much like us that I forgive him, though he is the 
reason that every moment I live is the last time I have that moment. He touches her; she
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disappears, and the country of the dead disappears, its old friends and flickering fires.
It is morning in this world, and Coyote hears a meadowlark.
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WEIGHT OF WORDS
84
Nearly the last thing my father said to me, certainly the last thing I remember him 
saying, was "You know what I mean, Mim." Mim was a nickname he had for me, a 
special name between the two of us, reserved for the times when we would sit in the 
back door of the family grocery store and watch the eastern Oregon thunderstorms roll 
across the sky, or if I had just won a ribbon on my horse—something extraordinary like 
that. My mom never called me Mim, and Dad wouldn't have used Mim in third person, 
as in "Mim did this or that." Mim was only for me, from my dad, for my ears and my 
heart to hear.
When Dad said, "You know what I mean, Mim," he hadn't been talking about 
anything in particular. His eyes could be bluer than any ocean, and his eyes were about 
all that was left of the father I knew, as he lay there, and I couldn't say that I didn't 
know what he meant, especially if it was anything in particular that he wanted me to 
understand. So I just held onto his hand and nodded, and let pass between us whatever 
it is that can pass, without words. I didn't ask him to explain, and when I left that room 
I never saw him alive again.
‘A different form of this essay will appear under the title, "Weight of Tradition 
and the Writers Work," in When Our Words Return, eds. Phyllis Morrow and Bill 
Schneider (Logan: Utah State University Press, [in press]).
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My dad always wanted me to understand what he knew, in the way that he had 
lived and understood it. One time my sister-in-law took a picture of the old homestead 
out in the middle of Flag Prairie, broken down grey buildings in the middle of a 
sagebrush flat where the pioneers used to flag antelope. In the distance you could see 
the juniper-covered hills that wrapped around the prairie. My dad asked me if I would 
paint it for him. He had the photograph, but it wasn't enough for him. He wanted the 
isolation, the trying to live there, the heat and the hidden water, the stories. He wanted 
the flat cold plastic film to pass through a human heart—mine—and come out again 
complete with all the dimensions he knew and felt about that homestead. And he 
thought I could do that for him, that somehow there was a complete Bill Looney—my 
father—inside me like a truth about the world that I could paint or write or say for him. 
I never did paint that picture. It was beyond my skill, even if I had been a very good 
painter.
In 1977,1 was twenty-two years old and working as a forest fire dispatcher for 
the Bureau of Land Management, working out of Galena, Alaska. I spent several 
weeks on the Seward Peninsula as a firefighter on a fire that had covered hundreds of 
thousands of acres. During that time I lived and worked with a crew of young 
firefighters from Noorvik, an inexperienced village crew put together in a hurry, the 
fourth or fifth crew taken out of the village in that incredibly busy year of lightning 
fires. The first two crews taken out of Noorvik would have been the experienced
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firefighters, led by older crew bosses who were also village leaders. But the Noorvik 
crew on our sector of the fire was made up of people in their late teens and early 
twenties, kids just out of high school who had taken the two day training class but most 
of whom had never been on a fire before.
I was a newcomer to Alaska and I had never been around many Native people. 
Bannock and Shoshone people were nearly invisible in Eastern Oregon when I grew up 
there, and when Indians were pointed out to me, at laundromat or bus station, I was 
disappointed that they looked ordinary, even a little more beaten-down than ordinary, 
and nothing like the grand Plains Indians of books I read hungrily all through my 
childhood, nothing like what I imagined myself to be when my best friend and I tied 
feathers in our horses' manes and tore around the ditch banks on her dad's sheep ranch.
In the proximity of fire line and fire camp, my first impression was of how alike 
we were, all of us still kids, laughing as we ran our hands around the black edges of the 
fire feeling for the heat left in it, walking all day through the tussocks next to Imuruk 
Lake then huddling together in little groups, waiting for the helicopter to shuttle us 
back to camp. The crew members would be jostling each other and teasing about 
boyfriends and girlfriends. Sometimes we waited to be picked up for hours since there 
was only the one helicopter, and there were many crews scattered around the perimeter 
of the fire. It was more than twenty miles back to the base camp, across burned tundra 
that in some places was already growing green again. Sometimes the young men and
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women from Noorvik spoke Inupiaq, and then I felt some of our differences. I felt both 
excluded to hear words I didn't understand and privileged to be in the country where 
they were spoken. Most of the time the Noorvik crew spoke Inupiaq mixed with 
English and I could gather the "gist" of the teasing or the story, though I missed most 
of the references and the cues for laughter. We were all young and earning money and 
camping out together, so there was a lot of laughing and little to be sad about. But one 
day I heard one young man tell another one, "You're not an Eskimo. You don't even 
know your traditional culture " The accuser pronounced "traditional culture" as one 
might say "multiplication tables," words from a diction both formal and remote, as if 
"traditional culture" were a thing to be achieved and then recited, something you could 
get a ribbon for containing. The person being accused of not knowing his traditional 
culture was quiet and seemed shamed. How could he not be an Eskimo?
I heard this note of shame many times in the next few years, in the several 
summers I worked along the Kobuk River. One time a young friend from Kobuk told 
me that I knew her country better than she did, though she had lived in Kobuk all her 
life. I could rattle off place names from my big wall map in the dispatch office, 
mispronunciations of names misspelled by United States Geological Survey 
orthographers from the 1950's. I could even connect a few of these generally 
disembodied names with the textured landscape I had flown over, walked on, fished in. 
This strange litany seemed to my friend Ahka to be a more "legitimate" kind of
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knowledge than all of her experiences growing up in a place where much of an earlier 
Eskimo life was still practiced—fishing, hunting, berry picking, celebrating, grieving.
Because of Ahka's statement, and occasional comments I heard from people in 
Kobuk and Shungnak, I began to see that between the oldest residents who spoke 
Inupiaq exclusively and the people in their twenties who spoke almost no Inupiaq there 
seemed to exist a boundary, an interruption of memory. This paroxysm of self­
definition perhaps originated in an earlier generation from the onus of having been an 
Eskimo at all and speaking that "primitive" language—both forbidden and discarded in 
favor of the "melting pot." And self-definition was certainly confounded by the 
elevation of this "traditional culture," by the time of my friend's coming of age in the 
nineteen-seventies, as something to be admired and longed for, though lost. Tradition 
seemed to be particularly admired because it was regarded as lost. Some of the young 
people felt as though they were failing at a responsibility they had inherited as Eskimo 
people, although the responsibility to relive a certain past is an impossible one to fulfill, 
as impossible as the responsibility I will always feel to know what my father meant, to 
see what he saw in the broken buildings at Flag Prairie, the desire I will always feel to 
express his vision in art, or words. I am beginning to understand that what I have from 
him is his feeling about the importance of the past, along with an unquantifiable 
resemblance to his understanding of it.
When I think about traditional knowledge as something I have to enter, like
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another room, or absorb, like a foreign liquid, I have already locked myself away from 
identifying it as something that can ever belong to me or be a part of me. As writers 
writing about folklore and oral tradition, whether we are writing about our own 
traditions or those of another group, we have tended to objectify and probe and analyze 
tradition as if it were a lump of slimy stuff on the dissecting table, as if this were the 
way to "know" it. How much of our difficulty in learning about ourselves or others is a 
product of this stance?
Yupik scholar Elsie Mather tells us that part of the young persons' difficulty in 
entering Yupik tradition, in taking it into themselves and making it their own, is that 
they have lost an older generations' "art of learning." Instead of learning in built-up 
layers of experience, watching and listening and accepting that some things are not 
"explainable in mere words," she says, contemporary students of Yupik culture are in a 
hurry to gather up knowledge, to "get it in a nutshell" and make instant sense of it. As 
if the knowledge of aging elders could be "collected" all in a bushel basket together. As 
if lifetimes could be gathered up and saved for winter.
The word, "knowledge," means different things depending on who you are. A few 
summers ago I was transcribing and indexing tapes of interviews with Koyukon 
Athabaskan elder Susie Williams of Hughes. Susie was so careful to specify that any 
stories she told were from a particular time and place, "those people, that time." It
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seemed to me that she was refusing to create any false universals about her culture, or 
that enough of her original language carried over into English to circumvent the 
creation of universals which English accomplishes so easily with its copula, "is."
Anthropologist Wendy Arundale and Koyukon cultural and language specialist 
Eliza Jones were interviewing Susie about place names and historical sites along the 
Koyukuk River, and at one point they asked her about a particular place and she said 
she didn't know it. "But we know you camped here," said Eliza. "Yes," Susie agreed, 
"But I don't know the stories that belong to that place." Susie was teaching them that 
she meant something different from what her interviewers meant by the word "know," 
even though Eliza is a Koyukon and an insider to most of the information offered by 
Susie in the interviews.
Susie's usage signified a process deeper than mere recognition or recitation of a 
name. It is something slower and more respectful to acknowledge that stories belong 
to places, and that they belong to their certain place and time. Even as we as listeners 
and writers borrow them into ourselves, taking and retelling any story we can "catch," 
as Yupik tradition seems to give us permission to do, I am asking myself about that 
translated word, "catch." A cat catches a mouse and tears it apart, or plays with it until 
it is dead. This could work as a fitting analogy for analysis, but Phyllis Morrow in her 
work on Yupik oral tradition tells us that Yupiks tend to leave their stories open, 
without explaining or analyzing, and perhaps "catch" is standing in for a concept more
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like the "knowing" of places in Susie Williams' interview—respect and long 
acquaintance.
There are no short cuts to knowledge of a folk group, yet this medium of 
written words is a shortcut, as are the taped voices in the archive—words cut away 
from the life that gave rise to them. When I give you Susie's words I am always taking 
them out of context. The danger inherent in taking these shortcuts seem analogous to 
the danger o f any listening between cultures: that I will wrongly understand, and that in 
talking and especially in writing about what I have wrongly understood I will silence a 
voice that belongs to a person of another culture, as a starling is able to displace the 
indigenous bluebird whose nest is so like but not quite like his own. Oral historian Bill 
Schneider expresses this concern, when he writes about how he took in the Peter John 
story about killing the moose as a measure of the strength of Peter's concern for his 
family, and later discovering that Peter's telling was probably also meant to convey 
Peter's deep faith in God as provider. We have a responsibility to tellers to know what 
they "mean," but written words, even taped voices, rob us o f most of the context and 
dynamism of the telling situation and provide only an extremely limited acquaintance 
with the teller.
Still, I know that some voices become a part of my own fabric, written and 
taped voices layering into the memories of real experiences along rivers, in kitchens and 
gardens. I have been privileged to hear Susie Williams speak, though I have never seen
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her face. I have been in Hughes, and I can imagine her there and at the mission at 
Allakaket when she was young, the latter a place I can know only through the faded 
film of pictures and what I can read from books, those books that Elsie Mather aptly 
calls "necessary monsters," because in many instances they afford the only remaining 
access to vocabulary, to certain stories, to versions of stories no longer in oral 
tradition. Writing and reading must be examined closely in their role as access to 
tradition bearers and their witness to a certain place and time. The most respect I can 
show to Susie, as an eavesdropper on her conversations with Wendy and Eliza, as a 
writer still hungry to tie feathers on my horse, is to allow the particularity of time and 
place to remain in what I write about her, a particularity which her eloquent "Village 
English" insists upon.
I want to find a way of writing it that allows a reader to "hear" Susie's words. I 
also want to be visible to a reader, to let a reader see my enthusiasm for wall tents and 
Blazo boxes and Coleman lanterns that allows some understanding of Susie's stories. I 
also want the reader to know that I do not know Susie personally and that I only hear 
her through headphones, sitting in front of my computer.
My summer's work in 1992 was to write down Susie's stories for Wendy and 
Eliza, and since then the stories have often found their way into my thoughts. 
Sometimes I find myself "thinking with" a story I had not understood as I wrote it 
down. Sometimes Susie reminds me that she is also a woman of my mother’s
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generation, as I remember hearing her talk about her family's first radio, or of making 
clothing from flour sacks (and trying to scrub out the inked letters). In a way, Susie's 
words have selected me, and not the other way around.
Julie Cruikshank's work with Native women in the Yukon has become very important 
to me, both for the content of the narratives and for Cruikshank's visible struggle to 
understand her narrators' conception of a life history. The expression, "thinking with 
stories," comes from Cruikshank narrator Anglela Sidney, one of whose chief 
motivations for wanting to relate the traditional Kaax'achgook narrative at the opening 
of Yukon College was to give her audience a story they could "think with." This 
informs the purpose of narratives, expecially when you know that Sidney has 
previously used the same narrative as a gift to her son on his homecoming from Viet 
Nam. Ownership of stories has been prized and fought over in the Tlingit society 
Sidney belongs to, and fidelity to the exact repetitions of words and expressions in the 
narratives is a high virtue. It is not a question of being able to keep any story you can 
"catch," yet the offer is there to "think with" the story. It is paradox: where does the 
other stop? where do I begin?
Other people's words carry certain obligations. When I write, I want to give my 
reader something of the narrator, but also why the narrator's words are important to 
me. Sometimes this might mean imparting a sense of a story's "otherness," its
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inscrutability, its deferral of interpretation. It might mean leaving in the text the part of 
the transcript that "bumps" or is uncomfortable, leaving in the snatch of singing which 
is a seeming non sequitur. It might mean wondering, self-consciously and in the 
writing, about how a word like "know" or "catch" is negotiable between speaker and 
writer, listener and reader, and perhaps how the negotiation is complicated by 
translation from another language.
The very structure of the English language and other Indo-European languages puts a 
stop to the world. English is noun-rich, whereas Alaska Native languages are 
verb-rich, so that translation into English "flattens the complexity" of narrative and 
other verbal art. Also, the English verb "to be" has the double function of copula, 
joining subjects and predicates, or standing alone as in God is, meaning exists. We can 
say "society is changing." But we can also say, "Society i s ” creating the society we 
will then look for evidence of. Using our language with this one handy feature, we can 
fill up the world in less than seven days ourselves!
The "is" is part of the "disguise of certainty" which many contemporary 
anthropological writers are trying to dispel. They want to depict the momentary nature 
of life and observation of life, and to reduce the steep angle of view that aims study 
downward at a subject. The dominant style of objective writing about culture has been 
in third person and present tense, as in "The matriarchal household is comprised of such
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and such." This style has its good reasons. It grabs hold of a situation and solidifies it 
so that a reader can look at it, study it, learn it. It simply does more emphatically what 
writing does anyway—sticks a pin through the butterfly. But the field work which the 
writer is digesting to produce this scientific written product may have often been 
preserved in first person and past tense style, as from a journal:2 "When I came into 
their house, the girl's mother said such and such." The journal may best preserve the 
sense of a moment passing, the words exchanged with a particular individual, aspects 
often lost in a third person exposition which seeks to explain all the persons in that 
culture.
In much objective writing about culture, there is a clear sense of looking 
down, from scientist to subject, from civilization to culture. Objective writing has 
tended to hold civilization above the heads of cultures, a perspective that Michel 
Foucault calls a "particular epistemological stance of Western civilization." When I 
write, how can I reduce the steepness of this angle as I regard the culture and the 
individual life process of a person who is my "subject"? How can I offer enough 
context so my readers can find their own importance in the subject I find so important, 
yet defer interpretation of a subject's words so that a story does not turn into the 
merely etiological "why the beaver slaps its tail on the water"? How can I make my
inserting first person journal excerpts throughout a text is a way to break up a 
hard objective angle. Richard Nelson uses journal entries, small excerpts from 
interviews and traditional narratives throughout his Make Prayers to the Raven.
95
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
participation (my interpretive frame) visible and yet remain respectful and maintain a 
sense o f the "other's" ownership? Cruikshank begins her introduction to Life Lived 
Like aJStory. Life-Stories of Three Yukon Native Elders with the following words:
"One of the liveliest areas of discussion in contemporary anthropology centers on how 
to convey authentically, in words, the experience of one culture to members of 
another." If this is impossible, the struggle to acheive it can be lovely.
A coldness blows in between writer and subject in the very word, "subject." There is an 
issue of political and social power in this word. Oral historian Alessandro Portelli 
suggests that "The very need for anthropological research in western societies implies 
the recognition and observation of otherness in subjects who are not on the same 
social and political plane with the observer." In this view, the very act of observation is 
a position of power. The field worker, the observer, came into the field work situation 
and she can leave it, take the next mail plane out if she wants. It's different if you're the 
one who lives there, the one being studied. The student of culture has typically been an 
outsider, notebook and camera and tape recorder at the ready.
In the 1968 film, "Yanomamo: A Multi-Disciplinary Study," an anthropologist 
bends down to a woman in a hammock. The woman is holding a baby, and the scientist 
bends over them to write "B101" on the woman's arm. Some 25 years later, I find this 
very hard to watch (and so would most contemporary anthropologists), even though
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the film has prepared viewers for the numbering of subjects by telling us that the study 
is being conducted "in a culture where there are strong prohibitions against using 
people's names." This statement is one of the most interesting in the entire film. There 
must be a context for using people's names, if people have them. So the prohibition 
must be against using people's names in a certain way. What is naming in that society, 
and how is it antithetical to labeling or numbering? In the anthropologists' conventions, 
like my own, numbers and names are nearly interchangeable. If I want to discuss my 
taxes or my phone bill, I am more likely to get results by telling the official at the other 
end of the line one of my numbers—my social security number or my phone 
number—than if I tell her my name. So if the Yanomamo people prohibited the use of 
names in the way anthropologists wanted to use them, there is something there for me 
to learn about both Yanomamo and those anthropologists. And myself. Why am I so 
offended by a scientist marking a number on a human being as if that human being was 
a bottle of urine (and you the reader might question why I picked "urine")? Each 
interpretive frame is problematic, as I begin to see it. Some people say art is never 
about its subject. I wonder if we can ever figure out how much of social science is 
about its subject.
I have been thinking about maps, lately, how maps are made from a certain elevation 
perspective and include certain selected features, how they turn elevations and spacial
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distances into all there is, devoid of spiritual dimensions, devoid of stories, devoid of 
how one route can be immeasurably harder to travel than another blue line of the same 
length. I have been thinking of how I am the center of my particular map of the 
universe which notes only the places and routes I know, and not by population or 
distance from each other but by their importance to me, my memory of them. Is Susie 
Williams the center of her own map of the places she knows, in her way of knowing?
Or does her sense of particular places and people and times as owners of stories 
"decenter" her in this abstraction I have made, my own flattening and mapping of 
Susie's world view? And as Eliza lays the inch-to-the-mile down in front of 
Susie—something I cannot see—I only hear the voices and the large map crinkling and 
hissing across laps—what translation is being made between Susie's memory of the 
time it took to go from one camp to another and the cross-hatched green and white 
paper in front of her?
Some people can’t pass their private pilot's examinations just because they can’t 
learn to read a map. This may be because they will not trust the metaphor that map is 
for topography, or because what is on the map does not look like what they see out of 
the airplane window, those passing, changing shapes. It is a kind of algebra, to let an 
unchanging symbol stand for a changing thing, to even let your life rely upon it.
The mapping of culture, like the mapping of topography, is a flattening of what 
is round and multi-dimensional, held in many different forms and memories, into a
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common representation which is made to stand for the whole. Useful, if I understand it 
as an interpretation, dangerous if I begin to see it as "the thing itself." Robert Drozda 
researched Native historical places and cemetery sites for the Bureau of Indian Affairs 
under the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act. He interviewed elders and recorded 
data, and later came to see the results of his labors very clearly: "The authenticity of the 
land is detached from the landscape and conveyed to the paper, where it can be further 
divided and legally manipulated." When the cemetery sites or berry picking sites or 
hunting areas of a certain group of people are set down on paper, with a list of who's 
buried here and who goes there, then according to a Western cultural convention it 
seems possible to make rules about privilege and ownership, compartmentalizing 
significance as if we could compartmentalize the activities and concepts the map 
represents.
We, as in the western civilization "we," are the heirs of Aristotle's ideas about 
the universal nature of human minds and also his metaphysics, which says we have to 
stop the world, and remove ourselves from it, in order to look at it.3 This is a 
dangerous combination of licenses—because once we have removed ourselves, in
3"As writing, so also is speech not the same for all races of men. But the mental 
affectations themselves, of which these words are primarily signs, are the same for the 
whole of mankind. . ." Aristotle, Categories. I.p. 15. And as a basis for our western 
science: If ". . .there is to be a science of knowledge o f anything, there must exist apart 
from the sensible things some other natures which are permanent, for there can be no 
science of things which are in a state of flux." Metaphysics. Apostle Trans., BK. XIII 
1078b., p. 218.
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order to be scientific, it is then possible to draw conclusions about categories and forms 
and assume commonalities of concepts as if we were not part of the process, to 
proceed with our productions of one-dimensional maps.
The conversion of information to map or to words is interpretation in which the 
interpreter is invisible. Maybe what is most shocking to me about "B101" on the 
woman's arm is that I actually see the anthropologist writing on the arm.
I remember as a young person reading about my ancestors and others in James H. 
Hawley's Idaho: The Gem of the Mountains (1920). The country described was the 
Boise Valley, Silver City and Jordan Valley, Oregon, the very country I was living in, 
but in the book it was peopled with family accounts from the early 1900's. Some 
described my own great-grandparents' farms and ranches. The present tense of those 
accounts, coupled with their great distance from my life, heightened the sense of 
nostalgia, of loss. Reading about the heads of stock and acreage put under irrigation 
in those years and the children bom in that immediacy of long ago made ghosts of the 
Shoshone and Bannock and the French explorers whose times preceded the time of the 
accounts, and my own Idaho which followed them. My then-present landscape and 
experiences became footnotes to that powerful still time—the real Idaho, lost forever. 
This was the place and time my father was bom into, and I think the little rock houses 
and the broken grey homesteads that were still scattered about the country when he
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was an old man all led him back to longing for that childhood place.
The angle of political power in some anthropological writing is downward 
because of the impulse to classify and objectify. But nostalgia is another byproduct of 
objectification, one which angles the point of view upward to a subject on an 
impossibly static pedestal, nearly platonic and outside time. Romantic absorption with 
the object of study can devalue the cultural position of the examiner and create a 
nostalgic reality for the moment or person or culture being described—the noble 
savage, the gold rush.
My father's longing for those places of memory and invention, and the books 
and pictures my family kept of those times helped to draw me into my own intellectual 
life. This is a hunger for many lives—that draws us past ourselves. But the dead are 
dangerous—this is our life, not theirs. And the present tense description of a moment in 
time is a snapshot from a moving train. The objectification it creates and its 
accompanying power to generate nostalgia and longing is a function of the use of 
language, not experience.
I am particularly interested in what happens when anthropological writers and any 
other writer writing "about" something shifts to the first person. While all subject- 
pointed writing continues to employ third person stances and we all continue to benefit 
from the rich objective writing of anthropological observers before us, it is fascinating
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and useful when ethnographic accounts offer a first-person view of contemporary 
observers in the midst of their own observations. There used to be a joke about the 
Warm Springs Reservation in Oregon, that a typical Indian family there consisted of a 
grandparent, a mother and father, five children and an anthropologist. Surely all 
attempts to become invisible have failed!
When Jean Briggs' Never in Anger was published, in 1970, its first person 
viewpoint was regarded as unusual.4 Never in Anger is a field study of a small group of 
Eskimo people living north of Hudson Bay. In this section from her introduction, listen 
to Briggs' concern with the issues of movement, versus the anthropological present 
tense she felt she was expected to write:
The book is a still life also in the sense that Utku life, like that of 
other Eskimo groups, is changing. Some of the practices and 
attitudes described here already at this writing belong to the 
past; and there is no telling how long the Utku will remain in 
Chantrey Inlet. But having made it clear that the book describes 
a particular moment in time, for simplicity's sake I shall avail
102
"Dennis Tedlock, who early on drew attention to many of the 
participant/observer dilemmas and championed dialogic and poetic form 
representations, expressed caution about first person monologues of anthropological 
experiences, which he deemed "confessional," while also admitting that such accounts 
keep "contact between individuals and between cultures. . ." visible at the presentation 
stage. (390)
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
myself of anthropological privilege and refer to that 
moment in the present tense.5
I think it is delightfully ironic that Briggs only employs this announced 
present tense for a few introductory pages, and the remainder of the text, 300 pages or 
so, is written predominantly in first person, past tense, which highlights motion and 
intimacy.
The following passage from Briggs describes a permissiveness and affection 
towards small children: "...I, like her family, delighted in luring her onto my lap, in 
feeling her warm, wriggly little body in my arms, and in snuffing her small dark head. I 
delighted in society's permission, more accurately, in its injunction, to respond to all 
Saarak's commands. . ." Brigg's account is a scene, a narrative account of a particular 
place and time. The presence of anthropologist, as participant, is inescapable in Jean 
Briggs' way of writing, as is the momentary nature of experience. Brigg's form is 
corporeal, seated in the picture. The position of the observer is inside the observer's 
consciousness, so the narrative is first person. One of the central issues of the Briggs 
book becomes the learning experience and changing attitudes of Briggs herself, visibly 
germane to her observations of the Eskimo group.
I believe that the first person, past tense story-telling mode comes close to both
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5Jean L. Briggs, Never in Anger: Portrait of an Eskimo Family (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1970) 7.
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acknowledging the lever pushing, ventriloquizing author function and frame while 
allowing the careful "those people, that time" of the Susie Williams accounts—it seems 
to me to be respectful of the particular ownerships of time and place. By itself, or 
interspersed with other types of presentations, it allows insider or outsider 
readers/students of culture to "break into," even argue with the observations made by a 
(an implied!) flesh and blood observer. Could it be that past characterizations of what 
Eskimos "are" and what their culture "is" have made a still life which is difficult for 
young Eskimo people to crawl out of, to claim their own life as "Eskimo" lives? Can 
books, those necessary monsters, become less monstrously distant and static and allow 
young people into a dialogue with their pages?
Often, when I've carried off words from books that lived in me, that allowed me to 
"think with" them later, it was because I had the sense of the author as student, too. 
Perhaps as child. The space shuttle Endeavor was up last week and I tried to listen to 
the astronomer as she talked on National Public Radio about Venus or some other 
planet, what she saw when she was looking outward, at space. But alas, I don't recall 
what she said. What caught my ear and what I still remember, several times a day now, 
is how she said she couldn't sleep when she was supposed to be sleeping because the 
earth was outside her window, hanging there, huge and round in space, with the sun 
coming up around it and the lightning storms out over the sea. How could she sleep
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when she'd never get to see it that way again?
Ethnographer Julie Cruikshank often writes about herself listening to her 
narrators, and that is when she has my fiill attention—I can see her there, share her 
puzzlement and glimpses of understanding that seem most often to grow out of the 
puzzlement. She describes ethnography as conversations between "anthropologists and 
our hosts," dialogues which "open the possibility that we may learn something about 
the process of communication." Dialogue and conversation are diction from a level 
ground, a respectful discourse between equal parties. But when Cruikshank goes to 
first person to narrate the story of her involvement with narrator Angela Sidney, she 
often refers to their relationship as that of student and teacher, with Cruikshank 
gradually incorporating Sidney's way of relating traditional narratives to present life 
experiences. "Even though she is no longer able to participate actively in our dialogues, 
they continue for me whenever her words surface unexpectedly while I am puzzling 
about some problem, just as she undoubtedly hoped they would." Stories surface when 
we need to think with them.
Cruikshank views ethnography as dialogue, but when she enters her own 
picture, it is also as a younger person approaching an elder with questions not just 
about the past but how to conduct her own present life. In the anthropologist, it is the 
child at the foot of the elder which compells interest. In the astronomer, it is the child 
too full of the night sky to sleep.
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Bill Schneider wrote about an experience he had with Chief Peter John of 
Minto. He tells us that he met with Peter John primarily to "ask him important 
questions about how to live.. to speak about family responsibility and to help me think 
through how I should lead that part of my life." Even if the reader is more interested in 
Peter John's life than Bill Schneider's, I think it is important to know Bill's stance and 
attitude at the telling. Like Julie Cruikshank approached her Angela Sidney, Bill came 
to Peter John as a younger person to an elder, asking about how to live.
Communication takes place between living persons in a certain situation. Phyllis 
Morrow told me a story about her early fieldwork. She found it impossible to write up 
her field notes because she couldn't adopt a writing stance without a sense of writing to 
someone. Assigning a static "meaning" to her experiences proved impossible because 
she recognized that it would put a stop to the conversation and learning process. As 
she writes of this as a problem in collaborative writing, "personal meanings proliferate 
through tellers and listeners." She finally ended up sending long letters to friends, 
finding it necessary to use the first person which encompassed her own involvement in 
the field work and also invited responses from her correspondents.
Robert Drozda's third person description of the interethnic difficulties between 
Yupik informants and ANCSA 14(h)(1) examiners is interesting to read and 
informative throughout, yet he finds it important to switch to first person to identify 
himself as an examiner moved by his experiences, from "ignorance and naivety," to a
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position of thankfulness to "the patient (and impatient) teachers and lessons which have 
brought me this far," and to close his article with a letter from Marie Meade, a young 
Yupik person involved in the examinations, written to a BIA manager of the project. 
Drozda tells us that this letter "adds a context of meaning extending across cultures 
which contrasts to the starkness of'metes and bounds' description. Perhaps such 
experiences and values more accurately capture the deeper meaning that the 
preservation of Native historical places is intended to save." Drozda seems to be 
saying that third person description can give us the "what" of ethnography, or any 
situation, but we depend on something more personal to give us the "why." In Meade’s 
words: "I especially will not forget the thrill and joy of my uncle Nickolai Berlin when 
we took him to his birthplace. It was wonderful to watch as he spoke of his first years 
of life on that land." Suddenly the land springs into view, the niece listening to hear 
how the uncle packed water, picked berries, stored meat. It is the sense of Meade 
listening to her uncle that makes me eager to hear him speak of those first years. For 
me, it would be important to carry a sense of niece listening to uncle into a session with 
the tape or transcript from that occasion.
Interestingly, when Drozda gives me a glimpse of himself in his writing, his 
stance, like that of Cruikshank and Schneider, is that of an increasingly respectful 
student.
When some first person is included in ethnographic accounts or any subject-
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oriented account, the issue of motivation cant be squirmed away from. Why are we 
doing this? Alaskan oral traditions (and especially languages) may be like snail darters 
and endangered species, to picture and paint and pin to a board, to protect in their 
living habitat for the sake of the cultural diversity of the world, on principle. But the 
"just because it's there" motivation has never explained mountain climbers to me, either. 
What the first person point of view allows me to see is a real person with a desire to 
hear a story. The motivation may be complex, I probably won't "understand" it, but the 
presence of the author in the text makes motivation visible, makes it an issue. 
Knowledge doesn't just stand there, in space, without us. An author who lets me see 
him come to a tradition or a teller for old wisdom or for a way to regard his 
responsibility towards his family gives me a place to stand, too, a place from which I 
can both respect and respond to the "other" which the writing describes. It can help 
move knowledge from something I should want to learn, like the multiplication tables, 
into the intangible ground from which I draw my life.
I am empowered by language to make meaning in the world. I must acknowledge the 
power that language has to make and remake the world—not just a language, but 
language in motion—dynamic and powerful entity between tradition and 
performer/writer, between performer/writer and audience/reader. Interpretation occurs 
at every link, so it is fair to say authorship occurs at every link, too. To spread the
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author function around to whoever interprets and incorporates words seems reasonable 
to me, but it does not yet seem quite the same as declaring "authorlessness." Words 
stop with each of us for a while, long enough for us to make our worlds with them.
Language is not the observer, not the observed, but a third, created world 
between the two. It doesn't weigh anything and it has no tangible surface to be 
measured, yet it exerts a force which makes things happen. It carries and creates our 
concepts, consciously and unconsciously, as we use it. As folklorist Charles Briggs 
writes in his Competence in Performance: The Creativity of Tradition in Mexicano 
Verbal Art. ". ..language is not a passive instrument for describing a world that is 
independently constituted. Through its performative force, language can affect action, 
whether it is the baptism of a baby or the delivery of a command" (1988:8). You can 
make me believe something that isn't "true," that never happened, but what I believe 
about it affects my real actions in the world. And so it goes. My life is not chained 
together by fact, but by belief about fact.
There are different comings of age and rites of passage that put the past behind 
us and beyond us. The separation is painful; fear and darkness may comprise it, but 
separation allows us to reinvent ourselves, to own ourselves. Folklorists are wonderful 
to read; they study the present ownership of past things, not the whole past with its 
impossible obligations, but the past necessary to the present and just enough words to 
claim it.
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Patricia Partnow has researched the group of Alutiiq people living at Perryville, 
Alaska. These people are the descendents of persons displaced from the villages of 
Katmai and Douglas after the 1912 eruption of the Katmai Volcano buried those towns 
in ash. In the testimonies from various time intervals since the eruption, Partnow finds 
an active shifting of mythic elements and historical details. The eruption, a traumatic 
interuption of life for this group, comes to serve now as a boundary between a mythic 
and idyllic past and a modem present, taking on many of the characteristic divisions 
which formerly would have divided Native genres analogous to myth and legend, and 
erasing divisions which were formerly noted between pre-contact and contact eras, 
Russian and American eras. Also, Partnow relates how the very details of the event 
have absorbed new images, as accounts from the 1970's describe the volcanic ash cloud 
as coming up "like a mushroom. . just like a atomic bomb explosion." These words, 
this image, are part of the new ownership, the new tradition of children in Perryville, 
who have a volcano painted on the side of their school and words about a lost 
homeland to think with.
Thinking with stories is not the same as knowing "what they mean." Various authors of 
folklore and anthropology tell us that the deferral of knowing what stories mean is 
more rewarding than immediately understanding them. Not knowing exactly what my 
own father "meant" or what he thought I knew is a memory that lives inside me, and I
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return to it again and again, like the color of the ocean. What does the color of the 
ocean "mean"? What does a mushroom cloud mean, rising out of a volcano, or an 
astronomer, staring back at her own earth?
Can I as a writer pass on the discrepancy, the ambiguity, the thing that I don't 
know, give the reader something to think with instead of explain why the crane has blue 
eyes? The discrepancy in "fact" level truth or the obscurity of meaning in a story need 
to be preserved in me long enough for me to live with them, and this seems to require a 
certain openness (bowing? relinquishing?) on my part. I want to wonder over differing 
tellings of stories and allow the differences to teach me, instead of nearly unconsciously 
consolidating and homogenizing. I'd like to be more hunted by stories than hunter. As a 
writer, I'd like to respect stories and tellers and the dangerous written word that fixes 
them in a misleading stasis. I'd like to hold the writing open to the reader, like a letter 
from a certain place and time.
My mother told me so many conflicting proverbs that I finally found it 
necessary to peel truth off the saying and stick it on the situation, good training for a 
folklore lover. She not only shared the "Don't hide your light under a bushel" that 
Phyllis Morrow cites as a marker for a Western cultural tendency towards individualism 
(usually the "This little light of mine, I'm gonna let it shine" of the Sunday school song), 
but she would also say "There's nothing new under the sun"—how's that for an 
authorless world? She'd say "look before you leap," but I liked it better when she said
I l l
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"Faint heart ne'er won fair maid." I liked it long before I knew what it meant, because 
of the archaic sound of "ne'er," because of the balanced alliteration of the "faint heart" 
and "fair maid," and most of all because of the mood she was in when she said it.
I haven't completely given up on that twenty-year-old's question about what family 
history and stories mean to me, what part of them are my own life, as if they were 
dressers and china cupboards to be passed on in unchanging lumps. But I am beginning 
to see that the concentric circles of words and scenes and whole stories wash over me 
again and again in the different times I need them.
I've been back to Jordan Valley, Oregon, where my father was bom, many 
times. I've felt the rough pink cinder stones of the house he was bom in. When I was in 
my late teens I had a job on a lookout near Jordan Valley and I had friends living in the 
rock house, which had long ago passed from my family's ownership to the family of my 
friends, the Skinners. One night I sat in the swinging chair on the front porch until the 
stars came out, wondering whose life it was that I was living. Both sides of my family 
had lived in this part of the country, a mining district since the mid-1800s, and here I 
was at the scene of all their encounters, drawn to them, except that the mine shafts 
were abandoned and the people in the stories were all gone. I wondered how my life 
could ever be as important as the life of the little girl who grew up in the big white 
house next to me, gave birth to her children in the rock house behind me. I had no 
sense of my fresh memories joining my grandmother's and my father's words about this
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place, just a sense o f loss that I hadn't listened enough. Like my father, I felt the loss of 
stories I hadn't heard, names of places I hadn't learned. Stories and even the places they 
belonged to were washing off the map, robbing me of the real. It was always a "they" 
when I thought about my family, never an "us" in all our continuing, changing, differing 
connections with the country. As I grow older, I see myself sitting at the foot of family 
stories, still listening, and I can forgive myself for only hearing what I can hear.
Many teachers and friends, many books and articles help me think about history and 
tradition in the ongoing life. The following is a list o f works which are the source o f 
direct quotes and ideas in the preceding essay:
Apostle, Hippocrates G., translator. Aristotle's Metaphysics. Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1966.
Benesch, Walter and Rudolph Krejci. _Three Legged Chicken's Travel Guide to 
Logical Space. Department of Philosophy and Humanities, University of 
Alaska Fairbanks, [unpublished manuscript] 1992.
Briggs, Charles. Competence in Performance: The Creativity of Iradition in
Mexicano Verbal Art. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1988. 
Briggs, Jean L. Never in Anger: Portrait of an Eskimo Family. Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press., 1970.
Clifford, James and George E. Marcus, eds. Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics 
of Ethnography. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986.
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Cook, Harold P. and Hugh Tredennic, eds. The Categories. On Interpretation: Prior 
Analytics. The Loeb Classical Library. Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1962 [1938],
Cruikshank, Julie. Life Lived Like a Story: Life Stories of Three Yukon Native 
Elders. In Collaboration with Angela Sidney. Kitty Smith, aid AnmeJfed. 
Lincoln, Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press, 1990.
Dauenhauer, Nora Marks and Richard Dauenhauer, eds. Haa Shuka. our Ancestors: 
Tlingit Oral Narratives. Seattle: University of Washington Press, and Juneau: 
Sealaska Heritage Foundation, 1987.
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Historical Places and Cemetery Sites." When Our Words Return. Eds. Phyllis 
Morrow and Bill Schneider. Logan. Utah State University Press, [in 
press].
Foucault, Michel. "What is an Author." The Foucault Reader. Ed. Paul Rabinow. 
New York: Pantheon Books, 1984.
Hawley, James. Idaho: Gem of the Mountains. Chicago: S.J. Clarke Publishing 
Company, 1920.
Morrow, Phyllis. "On Shaky Ground: Folklore, Collaboration and Problematic 
Outcomes." When Our Words Return. Eds. Phyllis Morrow and Bill 
Schneider. Logan: Utah State University Press, [in press].
—. "Oral Literature of the Alaskan Arctic." Dictionary of Native American
Literature. Ed. Andrew Wiget. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, [in press].
Nelson, Richard K. Make Pravers to the Raven: A Kovukon View of the Northern 
Forest. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1983.
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Return Eds. Phyllis Morrow and Bill Schneider. Logan: Utah State University 
Press, [in press].
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1991.
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Schneider. Logan: Utah State University Press, [in press],
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RIVERS FROM THE AIR1
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By the time we take off from Ft. Wainwright, I am glad to be going out to Dahl Creek, 
our little station on the bottom skirts of the Brooks Range. I am glad to see the hangars 
and the helicopters and the ticky tacky barracks turn into toys around the long strip of 
asphalt. I have been here in this army base next to Fairbanks for a month, going to 
forest fire-fighting classes just like the classes I have been attending every spring for ten 
years, sleeping in a barracks room with paper thin walls and pipes that bang all night, 
where the room and even the water in the toilet is hot—this is always a surprise the 
first time I sit down. The warmth is a good thing, because the much-washed wool army 
blanket they gave me this spring didn't cover my shoulders and my feet at the same 
time.
But because I am bound for a forest fire-fighting outstation and won't stay in 
the barracks very long, it doesn't cost me anything, and the living is good, really, with 
the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) mess hall, and with the old friends I haven't 
seen since last fall when the fire season was over. Some of these people came 3,000 
miles to Montana when Oddie and I got married. I would give them my last 20 bucks. 
I'm sure Bob Butler gave me his last 20 bucks one time, when we had spent the last of
^h is essay will appear in Points North: The Arctic Circle, a special 
Spring/Summer 1995 issue of Nimrod: International Journal.
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our money getting to Fairbanks.
I’m always excited to arrive at Fairbanks in the spring, the early spring when 
only the light is back. The rookie jumpers and the most serious of the older 
smokejumpers are already out running on the roads. I run a little, too, to make sure I 
don't lose what "shape" a winter of getting and chopping wood has given me, to make 
sure I can pass the step test. But I don't like to run along the airstrip or on the roads 
through the army barracks. I like to run in the woods by the Chena, and I am soon 
distracted by the pussy willows coming out along the bank, or a beaver working the 
narrow strip of water where the ice has melted back from the shore.
For a couple of weeks, I can forget that this is an army base, full of jeeps with 
roll bars, GIs with ghetto-blasters and crew cuts. I don't know a single GI personally, 
even though I walk and run and drive through their midst. Going 35 mph and being 
stopped at the main gate to explain, "I'm BLM," is as close as I come to the army.
There are the unfamiliar acronyms, the rows of cloned housing, the movie theaters and 
bars and stores and schools, as if life could be normal around the malevolent hangars 
full of machines that are here to protect us, in general, but do not give a damn about me 
in particular. I move through these warily and without stopping. There are maps and 
maps in us, and the only landmarks we remember are the ones we need. My mind's map 
of this base is very simple, and only the frame, few of the features, is military.
I follow the path of other BLM seasonal firefighters, going out dancing or to
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the movies or to the Pumphouse, a gang at a time, and that is most of what I know 
about the base and about Fairbanks. One spring there were twelve of us at the 
Pumphouse. They didn't have a table for us for two hours so we sat at the bar and got 
loud until they finally seated us at a long table and we put the soup bowls on our heads 
like WWI helmets. We flew paper airplanes made from Pumphouse place mats at the 
women at the table next to us, and they made their place mats into airplanes and flew 
them back at us. The women were in their sixties and seventies and they were having a 
wake for a friend. They were wearing black dresses and electric earrings that flashed on 
and off. Neither of our tables were well-liked by the staff that night—gratuities were 
included on all the tickets.
But after a couple of weeks we're tired of the bars and the barracks and the 
BLM Alaska Fire Service bureaucracy itself, here at its heart, where the full-timers 
worry about their jobs and there is the annually new accounting system, and we 
seasonals who come to fight fire in the summertime are an annoyance, like chicken pox.
A permanent employee from the resource district once asked a roomful of fire 
fighters in Galena for a show of hands, how many of us would "continue our careers" 
by seeking full-time status. Not a single person raised a hand. Gil had been working in 
Galena all summer and his cedar strip canoe was halfway finished in the tent frame next 
to us. Oddie was sleeping, tired after being up all night with "the Witte," the generator 
at Dahl Creek he'd coax through all our summers there, and I couldn't imagine that I
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would ever spend a winter in an office. We were already what we wanted to be when 
we grew up.
Dahl Creek is where I work from May through September and where I am most 
myself, where I know how to make the airplanes fly without wasted motion, unless fire 
fighting itself is a wasted motion—arguably the case in many instances. Dahl Creek is 
where I lie down at night with Oddie in a single bunk and hear the last hiss of the 
Coleman, like the last words of a story that tell you the story is over and you can go to 
sleep. So I am tired of Fairbanks and Fort Wainwright because after a month I am 
starting to notice them, to live in them as if I belong here, and I start to regard Dahl 
Creek as other people do—far away and tiny, not serious. I start to see myself living in 
a big organization chart, the place I am going—my "station"—less substantial than my 
"position." I might be able to avoid GIs, but BLM bureaucracy is just a shadow of the 
military.
The military is a web of strike zones and operations areas and quick response 
distances, with radar running like windshield wipers hundreds of miles long in the air 
above the landscape. The military’s Alaska is a map without rivers, without trapping 
prices and goose foot soup. Even fire doesn't touch the military unless smoke shuts a 
runway down or we run out of helicopters. I like to be beneath the notice of the 
military.
So it's nice when my boss, Brian, puts me on an airplane and says, "Get out of
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here. Get dispatch cleaned out and see if the ’brown' frequency is still working on the 
radio console. Maybe you can see if the radio repeater looks okay, when you fly over 
Old Man." Oddie is out there at Dahl Creek already, thawing out the water system and 
working on the generators, looking at whatever mess winter has dragged into the 
warehouse. When I climb out of the plane he'll be there with a red hairy grin, and I'll 
put my face in his canvas jacket and smell the birch smoke from the stove in Harold 
Lie's cabin, where we go to socialize and catch up on news from up and down the 
Kobuk River.
When you ride front right, you get to use the other set of headphones and you can look 
at the sectional maps with the pilot. But today I'm tired, and av gas doesn't smell good 
to me, so after the Cessna 402's gear clunks up inside her, the drone of engines draws 
my eyes down and the deep, druggy, time-killing sleep holds me until some traffic over 
the Koyukuk River statics through the headphones and wakes me up.
I remember my childhood idea that I couldn't go to sleep because I would come 
loose from the familiar things I knew, and when I woke up it would be a different day, 
with strangers in a different place, and I would remember them with brand new fake 
memories, like the fossil record 19th century fundamentalists believed God put in the 
earth to make it look old. My real family, my real house, were back there somewhere I 
couldn't remember, and that accounted for the feeling of loss I had each time I woke
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up. Feeling this way every morning was bad enough, but taking a nap made it worse, 
because then I didn't even get to finish one day in the same family.
Waking in the airplane today, there is no trace of Fairbanks or the slate gray above 
it. The cloud ceiling has disappeared into a blue we could climb into forever. Below 
us, the Koyukuk is running high and muddy, carrying a scattered cargo of ice and 
broken trees. I must have been sleeping when we flew over the Tanana and Yukon 
Rivers dumping together, starting to wake up over the squiggles of Tozitna and 
Melozitna Rivers north of the Yukon. They say you travel three miles to every mile you 
advance on a river, because of all the turns, but here the ratio must be closer to six to 
one. These creeks are as loopy as Christmas bows.
In this clear weather, we don't need the little pass between these rivers to find 
our way around Indian Mountain, pointing up above 4,000 feet—highest rock between 
the Alaska Range and the Kobuk River country. Pilots will tell you that Indian 
Mountain has a magnetic force, that something hard or shiny in this mountain folds the 
air around itself, skews compasses, gives little airplanes a fling in the wrong direction.
In a clear sky, like this one, the mountain is a friend, an unmistakable landmark 
meaning when you pass it you still know where you are going. Seeing it on the way to 
the Kobuk, I try to look beyond, for the canyon of the Koyukuk below Hughes, for 
Hog River, the Pah, the break in the Zane Hills where the Koyukon Athabaskan people 
sometimes went to trade with the Kobuk Inupiaq people. Remembering that story
121
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
makes this view, in this moment only, belong to me.
We are coming down, through 3,000 feet now, to land at Hughes. The slopes 
show bright patches of snow and an emerging dulled tapestry of last fall's color. I press 
my fingers against the scratched plexiglass and imagine that I feel the mountain 
changing from the shape that tells us we are almost to the river to the shape that tells us 
we are above the river. What does "same" mean? It's not the "same" mountain from the 
Tanana side, from the river, from the air here and there. We recognize not things but 
relationships, like Twain's river pilot Bixby, in Life on the Mississippi: "That's the main 
virtue of the thing. If the shapes didn't change every three seconds they wouldn't be of 
any use. . . . "
The folded shape above me doesn't look much like the little elevation dot on the 
sectional on my lap. Still, we believe in these maps that let us count the drainages 
running away from each mountain, or locate ourselves on the airy, imagined lines with 
which cartographers have gridded the earth. Earth stations to sky, radio signals 
triangulate with satellites to give this cage a form. Above Indian Mountain, the Global 
Positioning System display in the instrument panel reads out: "n66 04.12 wl53 39.50," 
word to flesh. But I like my old boss's advice: "Use the map." I can find us if I count 
drainages and hold onto the idea of a true mountain of a certain shape, though I never 
see it like that. All I really see through my eyes is the approaching and receding of 
ridges and drainages and slopes.
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In my fire fighter map of the world, I tend to see landscape through these 
fragmented shapes. Later this summer after the snow is gone there may be fires 
anywhere lightning can strike. Then we will use ridges and drainages, little ponds.
Black spruce north slopes can torch and then roar against the defending hardwoods and 
ridge tops. Trees and brush will be "fuels." Villages will be there to protect; they will be 
places to get firefighters.
At Hughes, we drop off groceries. Despite the mud, about half the town, mostly Native 
people, meets the airplane. There is one white guy, and he picks up the groceries for 
the school. The pilot starts into a conversation with a man I recognize from the fire 
crew, so I get out and stretch my legs, grin at the kids and ask them to tell me about 
the fishing. "There's no fish now," a tall boy says, but earlier "she caught a big one," 
indicating a smaller girl who looks like his sister. The girl looks down and the other 
kids giggle. "Through the ice?" I ask, and they say no, "by the ice." Okay, I figure out 
they mean when the ice comes away from the bank, before it goes out. I've seen Amelia 
Hill's collection of photographs from the Episcopal mission at Allakaket, St. Johns in 
the Wilderness, and there are some of the old miners sitting on the bank near here in the 
early springtime, little piles of grayling beside them.
The miners weren't old then, of course. It was in the teens and twenties, and 
half of the people in the world were younger than the other half, just like now. There
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was fiddle music here, and boats on the river, and long black stockings like my mother 
wore when she was a girl. Sometimes when the manifest destiny mood falls on me and 
this country of rivers and lakes seems empty, I remember how many times it has been 
"opened up." I think of Bob Marshall staring at his horizon of peaks and declaring the 
country empty of names—at his airy level the several different language groups of 
people in his view—each with their own names and reference points—were invisible. 
And I think of John McPhee declaring that no white man had stood before where he 
was standing, on a ridge near the Salmon River. Interesting distinction—white man.
But the summer before, Oddie and a fire crew had used a very noisy Mark 26 pump to 
put out a fire on the same ridge. When Oddie came to the place in the book where 
McPhee describes the ridge and his "firstness" feeling, Oddie started laughing, because 
the same thought had occurred to him in that very place: "I wonder how many white 
guys have been here before me?" The answer: probably many. If not explorers, then 
miners, but why this question? (How about white women? How about white men with 
acne?) The question is irrelevant, mistaken. It isn't the country that's new, when we first 
look at it.
There is a mining district called Utopia, tucked up alongside Indian Mountain. 
Hughes was a place where the little horse barges could bring supplies to those white 
miners. Now the Air Force calls their station on the mountain Utopia. I think this is 
probably a little joke for the air force people. I wonder if it was a joke for the miners
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who named it, maybe the ones on the bank in the springtime, with the cranes already 
back and the ice melting off all the hidden gold.
Utopia, "UTO" on the sectional map, is a place up in the air, away from the life 
of the village and the river. If you're flying in an airplane, you look right, over the folds 
of hills, and slowly Norutak Lake will come into view, a shiny coin on the old portage 
between the Alatna country and the Kobuk. For certain people, these places have 
songs and stories waving above them in memory like flags. On a tape I listened to, 
interviewers asked Koyukon elder Susie Williams if she knew a certain place, and she 
said no. "But," said her interviewers, "we know you camped here."
"Well, yes, I camped there," said Susie, "but I don't know the stories that 
belong to that place." After that, the interviewers were careful to say what they meant 
by the word "know."
And if you know the story, you still may not get the joke, because you are not 
listening in the dark, as the Koyukon people once listened to their winter stories, or 
because your memory does not provide you with the same map. Here is a story Susie 
told: "Wolf and Otter, they were human, and they came together. Oh, this otter had 
camp there, and this wolf came to them. And they went in with this otter place, otter 
house, and this wolf, they started cook but nothing. . .no fire. They try to build a fire, 
but no fire. Cause the wood can't bum, cause it's just damp, damp wood. The otter 
bring wood from down the bottom of the river, or lake, creek or lake. And that bums
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with them, I guess, those otters, and they cook, they cook by it. And wolf try to do 
that, but no fire in there. And then he say, 'Let's go out for wood,' he say. They went 
out for wood, and they get those willow woods, those narrow leaf woods."
"Dry willows," Susie's niece Eliza says, translating.
"Yeah. That kind wood, what they got. They brought in wood and they build a 
fire. There's flame of fire in the house and they start to get warm. And they start to, 
their food start to cook now, I guess. And these otters say, Svhat kind of fire they have, 
anyway. My kids are start of freeze to death,' he say."
This is the punch line, but nobody laughs, so Susie sums it up. "And he just 
move over and he build his own fire; there's no fire there." Now she is laughing, 
laughing, but I can't hear anyone on the tape join her. I'm not sure I "get it" yet; my 
expectations of fire and water turn over gradually, a smile rising out of the many times 
I think of the story, or the story thinks of me, offering me a different glimpse of itself 
each time. Here is one: Otter is stranger to me than wolf. Can my children be warmed 
by the stories of another people?
When we are back in the airplane, off the gravel strip at Hughes and over the bluffs, in 
the air again, I begin to see places I've touched, though I know only a few of the stories 
that belong to them, and only in a lone way, like the bear who has no community. 
According to Susie, that's the danger of the bear—not his claws or teeth, but that he
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acts and lives alone. Just saying the name of the bear or looking in his direction can 
drive his anger and aloneness into the womb of a woman, tear apart the sinew-strings 
that women sew into community, into a whole people.
I see the gap where the tea-colored Pah goes through. I know it from the other 
side, from the ground, more particularly from the middle of the river at the mouth, 
where we stuck Brian's river boat on the gravel bar. It was low water and fall-time, and 
I watched the ribbons of green and reddish-brown flow together around my legs. Just 
up the Kobuk, the green side, is Art's cabin. Art is a white guy who likes to trap in this 
country, and he built the cabin a couple of years ago. It was a little late in the century, 
past the federal homesteading that closed in 1976, past the mining claim time.
"Owning" the land along the river was still a new idea to many people in Kobuk, but 
the native corporation and the National Park Service seemed to think Art had a lot of 
gall. Before Art built the cabin, he had made himself an ivrulik, a traditional house built 
down into the ground, with a sleeping shelf around the fire pit, and sod walls sloping up 
to a smoke hole. That day we pulled the boat off the gravel bar, we got it over to the 
bank, then crawled down in the pit house to see what it was like. It was damp and cold 
and empty, with only a little light coming down through the piece of dirty plexiglass Art 
had stuck in the top.
Before the cabin, Art had a guy living in the ivrulik one winter, watching Art's 
dog team, and the fellow was going crazy from being alone and living in a hole in the
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ground. Harold Lie flew down from Dahl Creek and pulled him out of there, a stinking 
matted hair ball of a human being. "It was a good thing it was so cold," Harold said,
"or I couldn't have stood the smell of him."
Louise Woods, an old Eskimo woman from Kobuk, told me there was a 
graveyard on a bend just down river from where the Pah comes in, on the Brooks 
Range side, but now it is overgrown and as invisible from the river as from the air. But 
invisible things are real, or they have been. Louise is a Baptist. But she says before 
Christianity came to the Kobuk "it was danger," an "evil time." A shaman, jealous of 
the power of one of her ancestors, a successful trader, said all the men in her family 
would die young, and so they did. Jesus superseded the angutok, but Jesus couldn’t 
change what happened before he arrived on the scene.
This is something quite different from a more typically western idea that the 
clear light of science, or Christianity, or any other kind of explaining can illumine 
backwards and "solve" the past, explain the ghosts as marsh gas or even as Christian 
ghosts. In Louise's view, and the views of many others native to the north, powers are 
exchanged only at the point of introduction. Rules and retributions are in effect for 
those who believe in them, at the time they believe in them. The Eskimo waiter Ticasuk 
said of the Ogre baby crying in the caribou herd, "And when the Gospel came, the 
crying ceased forever." Or of different storied events a Koyukon elder says, "We have 
noticed that these things do not happen anymore." In her interviews, Susie Williams
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often says, "Those people, that time." The storyteller refuses to tread on what was true. 
Watching the rivers run together from the air, how may I be so respectful?
"I love white people," Louise says, and I love her back, since I can "white 
people," and I always have tea with her at her cabin in Kobuk, before the fires come 
and afterwards, just before the snow, when I stop at Guy and Faith Moyer's, too. Guy 
has been the postmaster at Kobuk village for decades but since his cataract surgery his 
wife Faith has taken over. A desk in their cabin is devoted to the job, with about thirty 
little cubbyholes stacked above it for sorting letters. The parcel post boxes lean up 
alongside the desk, sometimes spilling out into the center of the floor. Guy came from 
Pennsylvania in the thirties. He was headed for the Hogatza River and a prospecting 
venture when the plane got lost and dropped him off at Norutak Lake instead, about 40 
miles northeast. He spent the next 50 years in the Kobuk Valley as miner, trapper, store 
keeper, postmaster. Now he is old and sits in his chair, usually with one kid or another 
on his lap. In the spring when we come down to Kobuk, Guy says, "Well, look who's 
here," and in the fall he asks us, "It's time for you to go, isn't it?" People in Kobuk 
watch us come and go like cranes.
The sky is so seamless it is no place at all, and I have no body when I'm here. Like an 
astral projection, all my strings are cut; the obligation to bring a pie to the potluck 
supper is officially discontinued. I think I know the airy equilibrium that makes Yeats'
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Irish Airman say, "In balance with this life, this death." I am afraid of airplanes, but my 
fear goes away when I am off the ground. The only thing left is wanting to die with 
people I know. Anywhere starts to be home, though, even the near-touching of flying 
in airplanes, this recognition of changing shapes which is like a story you've heard 
before, a narrative welcome for familiar movements. It takes a certain kind of attention 
to try and take it in, though, all the drainages flowing in different directions. The mind 
wishes a pattern, a story so big that it not only locates but explains.
When we came to work in Dahl Creek in 1978, there weren’t any maps with 
the miles gridded off, just unmarked 1:63,360 quadrangular survey maps, some of them 
from the lovely colored topographic relief series the USGS discontinued in the 1950s. 
We were making our sign for Dahl Creek out of big expensive redwood boards, routing 
out "Northernmost Fire Management Station in the U.S." in the spring of 1979, when 
the USGS brought in a survey crew to fill in the lines on the quads. The survey crew 
lived in Harold Lie's cabin, and Harold had to spend most of the summer at Kotzebue, 
his other home. We missed his stories and the vaudeville Norwegian accent he put on 
for us every time we walked in. We missed the pot of coffee that was always sitting on 
the oil stove. It wasn't much fun to go over to Harold's cabin that summer because, 
besides the fact that Harold wasn't there, the USGS crew had a cranky helicopter pilot 
who hated the cook, and the place was always full of sarcasm or swearing or silence. Is 
it very odd that it turned out I knew the crew chief, a reclusive man I had last seen
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holding up mirrors in the Oregon desert? He was sick and sad all summer, trying to 
hold his crew together, turning the asbestos spires of the Brooks Range into numbers, 
numbers. I think he would have rather learned the names.
Names can save you. I think I've been saved twice, flying on charters where the 
pilot didn't know the country. One time we flew out of Fairbanks and into scattered 
layers of fog and clouds. It was getting darker and the weather seemed to be closing in 
behind us while it was still lighter ahead. But as we approached Indian Mountain, the 
weather started to come down and I felt the pilot freezing up beside me, nervous hands 
moving over his gauges, watching the little craziness in the compass from the 
mountain below us, unseen now. He kept asking me, "Do you see anything you 
recognize?" And occasionally I would, a twist of water, an old forest fire bum whose 
expanding shape I'd made day after day on a map with different colored markers.
We turned around once, but it was worse, less familiar, so we headed back 
north, and I could just barely see a layer of the Kobuk country far off, lighter than the 
sky we were in, with the Brooks Range riding across the northern horizon behind it. I 
showed the pilot the gaps where the rivers and lakes pushed down through the foothills 
range, and chattered a litany of names to him from the USGS maps: Koliaksak, 
Koguluktuk, Cosmos, the twisted orthographies alongside the names of miners and 
explorers, names of the lovers and financiers of miners and explorers.
I was a person who could see the road but couldn't drive; he was a driver who
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found himself suddenly blind, having to trust the directions of his passenger. I was 
borrowing names, the power of names which are the iceberg tips of stories, of 
knowledge, to give shape to the unfamiliar: "A little left, that gap beside where the 
mountain looks flat on top, that's Cosmos, that's where the runway is." And so we 
"lucked out," as Tim Pickering would say—we got there. Sometimes I see that pilot in 
Glennallen and we smile at each other, like we'd danced a slow one together, years ago.
The other time it was full summer and we entered a cloud of smoke when we 
came into the Kobuk valley. Incredibly, the pilot turned right at the Kobuk, upriver 
from Dahl Creek. I was in a seat behind him, more passenger than the privileged co­
pilot seat would have made me. He took us through the pink haze, flying low over the 
river so we could see it, one bend at a time. Once, I touched him on the shoulder and 
smiled, pointing behind us in the direction of Dahl Creek, but he looked in my direction 
only briefly and through me, and went back to his task of following the bends of the 
shrunken river. Through the smoke I could see the shapes of salmon in the clear water.
I saw Daisy Ticketts's fish camp, then Vera Douglas's. Vera waved to us. My friend 
and fellow BLMer, Gil, was riding front right so I leaned up to him and told him where 
we were, upriver of where we wanted to be, and he got the pilot to turn around, to 
believe us. But even then we had to give him names to prove we knew the country.
The names of rivers and names of rivers that run into rivers are like collateral, if you 
want to turn a plane around or tell a story. They say you can afford the risk, they say
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you know how to go somewhere.
The 402 bumps down again, this time at Hog River, to bring supplies to the miners at 
the dredge. I am glad to be on the milk run, glad to come into the country as slowly as 
an airplane can come.
Dan Egan still runs this place, though I hear someone else bought out his 
Alaska Gold Company and he is just keeping this operation going for them as only he 
can do, with a crew of fifteen men or so, eating Spam and beans and barely keeping an 
ancient dredge alive and noisy, chewing away at the same mountain. Egan is one of the 
more famous misers of the interior. No alcohol allowed, precious little food and the 
minimum of tools and parts, a real baling wire outfit is how the story goes. A foreman 
I talked to once said that if there was a Ford Tri-motor still in one piece in the country, 
Egan would hire it to fly in Hog's food and mail and supplies.
To say "Hog River" is a little confusing. Hog River isn't really a river. It's a 
mining camp named after the Hogatza River, and calling it "Hog" is the result of the 
shortening and the laughing and claiming that people do, we do, to make the unfamiliar 
ours. The miners and traders made the shortened name, and knowing about it makes 
me an insider in a comfortable way. If somebody from outside says they want to "float 
the Hog River" it seems to me they should call the river "Hogatza," that they are being 
too familiar, and if there is an old timer around I have the right to catch her eye and
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smile. But if you've been around a little it's okay to say, "I was in the Hog River 
country." There's a difference.
The layer of meaning that mines and miners live in, make sense of, is a different 
web of map over the interior, attached at the points of little runways, old dredges, 
corrugated steel and new-castoff ATCO trailers bought cheap from the dismantled 
pipeline camps. From the air they are little white bricks with yellow and black borders.
This particular universe is full of misers and men who work for them, and bitch 
about it. It's light years away from the Alaska of Prudhoe Bay, recreation rooms and 
gleaming cafeterias. Here, everything you need to make, from furniture to lathes to 
stovepipes to pipelines, can be made from Blazo boxes, coffee cans, and 55-gallon 
drums. It is not an invisible web, from the air. There are mounds of yellow digested 
creek bottom wherever the dredges have been, where they still are.
Before the dredges were the little placer operations, some with ditches and 
hydraulics like the ones the miners had up Dahl Creek, where you can still see the iron 
nozzles. The mounds of gravel they tore up on Dahl Creek are smaller, willowed over. 
A Swede named Johnson, the partners Ted Tromsted and Sig Goodwin, and Louis 
Lloyd were up there before the turn of the century. All of them would go down the 
several miles to Kobuk to trader Harry Brown's place for Christmas. Louise Woods has 
old pictures of miners and Kobuk villagers in their holiday clothes, white shirts and high 
lace collars. Harry was married to Mabel, an Inupiat woman, and their daughter May
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still owns the store. Harry Brown wanted to call Kobuk "Long Beach," for a long sand 
bar that curved in front of the village, much longer than it is now. The story goes that 
the postal service said there already was a "Long Beach," so he had to give it up. I 
doubt this story very much, but not its telling. Harry has a grave on the road to the boat 
landing, his own small hill of caribou moss and birch with a white picket fence around 
it, and a real stone marker engraved with the entire 23rd psalm. In the summer there is 
green pasture and birch, still water and cotton grass on every side of him.
A new red Ford pickup comes out to meet the airplane at Hog River and pick up the 
cases of supplies we've brought. This truck represents affluence, a sign of new 
management for Hog. The old red truck must have met an irreparable death for Egan 
to consent to this newfangled thing. These miners will hook wheels up to the last 
moving part of a Model T or ancient Allis, making strange hybrid conveyances that 
never die, only change shapes. But life hasn't changed so much—Joe, a dredge 
mechanic who rode down to the runway with the cook, didn't get any cigarettes. 
"Damn Egan," he says.
When we leave Hog River, we skirt the left shoulder of Angutikada, which 
would be the right shoulder if you were looking southeast from Dahl Creek. The radio 
repeater is there, a fiberglass box and some antennas, looking like it should work. Like 
a lot of the names on the map, Angutikada doesn't mean anything except the tin ear
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orthography of a USGS employee trying to transcribe the Inupiaq word for "Old Man 
Mountain," which is currently something closer to Anutigruag, according to Beulah 
Commack. Beulah was our cook, the summer they let us have a cook at Dahl Creek, 
and in the slow times she tried to teach us some upper Kobuk Inupiaq. Beulah thought 
it was pretty funny when I showed her how it said "Angutikada" on the big dispatch 
map. "Oh, they were mixed up I guess!" she laughed. "Have you got any more like 
that?"
We cross over the ridge into a swale where you can see the Selawik zigzagging 
off towards the coast at your nine o'clock and at your eleven o'clock you can see the 
Pick River looping an angle up to meet the Kobuk below Shungnak. At the top of the 
swale, just below us now, is a hot springs where Athabaskan people from the Koyukuk 
and Inupiaq people from the Kobuk used to come to trade and fight. The Wheeler 
Creek side, behind us and south, coming up from the Koyukuk, Louise Woods still 
calls "Indianside." People still meet at the hot springs in winter, driving snowmachines 
fifty miles from either direction to get there. The sheep and caribou hides used to go 
down to the coast, and the seal oil and other sea plunder would come back up, but 
now there is just the habit of winter travel, of checking in with who you are.
On the map of a certain people, at a certain time, these are the trails from story 
to story, along these creeks and rivers where the old people lived, different old people 
all the time, winter and summer back as far as you can listen, yet there are few marks
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that you can see from the air. The old trails are less visible than the miner's scratchings, 
or the roads that struggle out from every modem village.
The trails that stand out vividly here, coming up into the Kobuk Valley from the 
south, the trails that lace the woods and the gravelly tops of hills, belong to the 
caribou's back and forth, not the humans'. From the air I can see that these trails do not 
go anywhere in the human way—to town or cabin. Still I trace them with my eyes with 
the expectation that they lead somewhere, just as I follow them with my feet when I am 
down in the woods. I feel that old excitement of being on any trail, of following, and 
the intention of making some discovery, finding some terminus. But the caribou trails 
are braided like rivers and do not seek any warmth or any stopping place that is familiar 
to me. If I was high enough, higher than the geese fly, higher than any airplane can fly, 
could I see a pattern to follow? Or would rivers and caribou and all the mines and all 
the stories and all the maps make a kind of randomness I could never get outside of, to 
find my home in their shape?
After we disperse the last of the cargo and the mail in Ambler, then I am the 
only cargo left, looking down on the rough rotten ice of first the Shungnak and then 
the Kobuk Rivers. We are west of Dahl Creek now and heading back east to land there.
Later this spring, the Shungnak, which means "jade," will run the color of jade, 
greener than the blue Ambler, its riffles from the air so exactly like the lovely 
imperfections in the rock it is named for, the rock you can pull from its banks. This is a
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strangeness unattributable to ancient astronauts, too funny and too metaphorical to be 
the work of the God I grew up with, that a river, from the air, looks like the rock it 
runs through. I think I'll save this idea as a joke to tell Ivan Stewart when he brings his 
crew up to Dahl Creek to cut jade boulders in July. He probably won't think it's funny, 
but he might. He tells me one same joke several times each summer, the one about how 
the environmentalist found the beautiful trout in the tailing pond. If I could find out 
why Ivan thinks that one is funny, I could tell it myself.
Once, in the middle of a slow fire season, I took off work to go with Ivan and 
several of his crew to the Shungnak River. Ivan's camp on the Shungnak was 27 miles 
overland from Dahl Creek at two miles an hour, on a sled made from logs. We were 
skidded along by an Allis Chalmefs cat so old that Ivan's faithful "Blackie," Francis 
Black, was continually making parts for it and welding it when it broke, which it often 
did. It was one big weld. On the trip, Ivan fed us rancid bear meat and the ends of 
loaves of bread and other things nobody had eaten at his camp when there was anything 
better to eat. We stopped often to winch ourselves out of bogs, or we came to places 
on the old trail where exposed permafrost had turned low places into lakes and we had 
to tear up new tundra to get around them. I picked handfuls of blueberries as we rattled 
along, or walked alongside like some pioneer woman belonging to a wagon.
Halfway to the Shungnak, we stopped overnight at a corrugated steel shack 
that the ubiquitous north country pilot and miner Bill Munz had hauled to Cosmos
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Creek before Ivan bought the jade claims from him. Being the only youngster and the 
only female, I got the privileged bunk—the upper one—with six inches between it and 
the ceiling, so that you could not turn onto your back without getting out of bed, and 
you could not do that because the floor was full of old men. They got a good fire going 
in the stove, and it was pungent in there, with the shack sweating off a summer's 
moisture, and all of us sleeping in our sweaty long underwear. Mine smelled better than 
theirs, I thought.
Munz had hauled another cabin like that one in to the Shungnak River, with 
more room for the top bunk, but Ivan said there were fewer bears around the Shungnak 
camp, so when we got over there we set up tents and slept outside. In the week we 
spent on the Shungnak River and Promise Creek which runs into it, we hauled a lot of 
jade out, even some boulders the size of sofas. But there were two boulders we only 
looked at. Ivan said the biggest one would weigh about 50,000 pounds. He wanted 
those boulders badly, and he spoke of big cats and helicopters, tasks beyond his 
strength which would cost money unimaginable to an old man who would feed his crew 
green bear meat and bread crusts. The creek ran down over the tops of the buried 
boulders, polishing them until they looked like a piece of the true earth, showing itself 
here for a few yards only, a secret earth made of wet, green glass.
Approaching Dahl Creek from the Ambler side, we fly back over Cosmos Creek. The
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tin shack is invisible, but the tiny Promise Creek trail runs back to Dahl Creek, counter 
to the way the mountains pour down to the river. The trail cuts across drainages, like a 
contour line from the map in front of me made real on the land.
At Dahl Creek, the runway, ramps and buildings stand out clear and 
geometrical, full of memories of how to begin to live there again. When I get there, I'll 
shovel the paths and clean out all the dirt the winter has blown into the kitchen and 
dispatch. Ill go down to Kobuk to see Guy and Faith. I'll turn on the radios, get out the 
paperwork, remember how to do the weather, the night report. And when the fires and 
the airplanes come, I'll remember how many hours they are supposed to fly, and how 
much of this and that they can carry.
The camp is perched on the scraped tundra next to the graveled ramp and 
runway, and consists of a mess hall, warehouse, generator shack, four bunkhouses, and 
the dispatch building. Dispatch sprouts a little bunch of antennas and has our radio 
frequency painted on the roof in bright red: 127.45. Harold Lie's cabin is next to camp 
on the west side, and on the east a two-track trail runs past the mess hall, back to join 
Ivan's trail from Promise Creek and Ivan's camp on the creek where the gold was, 
where it still may be. There are other roads, and none of them go very far—to the boat 
ramp, to Kobuk village, to the Bomite copper mine. A trail goes to Shungnak and 
another to the Koguluktuk and some mining claims that belong to the Fergusons from 
Kotzebue.
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In Dahl Creek, we live at the visible hub of these trails and roads, where all 
travellers touch down, and I feel their destinations pass through me all summer, in berry 
picker, hunter, pilot, miner. Some like to talk, especially when the weather is bad 
outside, about what brings them here, and they'll set a few of their stories down with us 
like a heavy pack. This close to where they are going it seems to be stories, more than 
jobs or hunger or even greed that tell them where to go, what trail to take. And like 
me, they are the product of stories they don't even know or remember, stories mute as 
the swell of jade in the earth.
As a BLM employee I am officially an interloper once removed from the miners 
and traders, those interlopers, following their interests and their little towns into the 
country. We have a clear mission to protect the villages and camps from fire and a 
vaguer mission, as "government people," to be a stewards of the land. Because we 
don't know what the land wants, we become stewards of people. "Your letter was sent 
when?" "Your father filed for this site when?" I start to resemble each role I am given, 
just as I answer each call from a passing airplane: "Oh, about 1500 feet. I can see the 
top of Cosmos. Nope, it was his sister who died. I have the phone number if you want 
to call." People in airplanes always need things from people on the ground, particular 
things like food or gas or what the weather is like on the way to the next stop. I am 
always surprised to find how eager I am to be the person on the ground, the one with a 
pie in the oven. "Do you have time for coffee?"
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When we've landed and the pilot is done cussing how the big rocks sticking out 
of the runway cut his tires and the little ones ding his propeller, we get out and Oddie 
comes down to meet us. It is easy to reach for him, surprising to hold him. Over his 
shoulder, I see that the little birch trees we planted next to dispatch last summer are red 
with buds. Birch trees don't always make it when you transplant them, but it's worth it 
to try. They give the scraped ground something to remember.
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